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  Introduction


  






  Montana turns 150 years old in 2014, yet the year of its founding, 1864, remains elusive, veiled in legend and half-formed thoughts. That creation story has been obscured by later, iconic events such as the Battle of the Little Bighorn, the transition of Indians to reservation life, the collapse of the open range, the rise of the Anaconda Copper Company, and the homestead boom of the early 20th century. In the rain-shadow of these grand historic peaks, which events from 1864 survive? Vigilantes, Virginia City, and the Bozeman Trail might come to mind, in large part because of vivid writing handed down to us from the early territorial days and through the talents of such gifted storytellers as Dorothy Johnson. But what else? The phrase “Last Chance Gulch” has taken on totemic power for locals, and so Montanans might remember that what is now Helena was born of a desperate final prospecting effort by the misnamed “Four Georgians.” Montanans still talk about the strong Southern leanings of early emigrants—again, thanks to the vivid prose of charismatic historians such as Joseph Kinsey Howard and K. Ross Toole. And a name such as “Granville Stuart” can ring a bell, though contemporary Montanans would be hard-pressed to define his role or achievements.




  But who else resided here—or just passed through? Was mining the only occupation for white emigrants? How did emigrants arrive in the region—and how did they interact with the native peoples who had claimed the place as home for hundreds of years? Were there treaties in place in 1864, and if so, who was charged with implementing their provisions, and what were the results of those efforts? Was there a U.S. military presence? And most importantly, how does 1864 matter for 2014—what is the meaning, the impact, the importance of that founding year for contemporary Montanans? Montana 1864 offers answers to these intriguing questions.




  To begin to provide those answers, I return in memory to Chicago, 1964. The Montana Centennial Train was making a brief stop on its journey to the New York World’s Fair. My grandmother insisted my sisters, brothers and I accompany her to see the grand spectacle. Grandmother was a Montana matriarch who had been stranded in a Chicago suburb with her son’s family following Grandfather’s sudden death. No doubt this trip into the Midwestern metropolis was a nostalgic journey for her and an attempt to inoculate her grandchildren against the dire influences of Chicago. My siblings and I were children of the suburbs, soaking in a new rock sound, Catholic dogma, and the ultra-mediated world of Chicago TV stations. Images of Tarzan, Lucy, Beaver, Jesus, the Beatles, and Stan Mikita blurred in our minds with the rolling prairies, denuded of trees, that defined our physical landscape.




  So imagine those six children, ranging in age from six to thirteen, gazing in rapt horror at After the Battle, a garish, larger-than-life painting depicting the aftermath of “Custer’s Last Stand” that dominated one of the Centennial display cars.




  The youngest boy, seven years old, focused on a single image among the many scenes of mutilation: A self-satisfied warrior completes the scalping of a light-haired, bearded soldier. So that’s how it’s done, the boy thought, that’s what it means to claim the trophy of a dead man, a dead American—a quick slip of the knife around the forehead, a tug, and a piece of glory. Yet the boy was surprised by the almost serene look on the soldier’s slack face—the child felt the dead man’s shame for him, the loss of honor, the meaning of defeat, the triumph of savagery. A kind of futile fury surged through him, caused small hands to tighten into fists, as though he could strike down the smug victor.




  I was that boy.




  The Montana Centennial Train was a spectacle with a purpose, a story, a myth. It was, in fact, an elaborate marketing ploy, promoting a vision of Montana as a cowboy and recreation paradise, open for business. The three packed display cars offered up memorabilia from the Battle of the Little Bighorn, rifles, belt buckles, $1 million worth of gold nuggets, saddles, spurs, wheat, barley, and Indian artifacts. Large murals painted on the side of the train depicted a historical sequence from the buffalo days to mining to ranching culture, featuring Custer, Calamity Jane, and Bill Cody. Passengers included 306 people and 75 horses, along with the wagons and stagecoaches for the parades that accompanied each tour stop. Those who journeyed with the train remembered “there’s never been a scheme as grand—almost like Barnum and Bailey Circus or almost like Buffalo Bill” and it was “Montana’s greatest publicity stunt.…It showed the lore of the West.” The boosters melded movie westerns with one of those railroad pamphlets from the early 20th century that had lured unsuspecting homesteaders to Montana’s high, dry plains, including my grandmother, who claimed land in northeastern Montana in 1913.




  I return to Chicago 1964, as we commemorate the 150th anniversary of Montana Territory in 2014, asking what kind of memorial train we might design today—which stories, artifacts and myths would occupy our display cars? Montana 1864 offers a virtual sesquicentennial train, telling stories of the diverse peoples that spent time in the territory during the year of its founding. This narrative train will feature these themes:




  The many tribal nations that claimed the region as their homeland—their life ways, their changing ways, and their responses to an explosion of emigrants spurred by gold;




  The rush of men from North and South, carrying the Civil War in their minds and hearts, even as many of them flee the fight, and the physical and political battles that ensued in the just-created territory;




  The revelation of many characters who have taken on near-mythic status yet remain obscure, the likes of Henry Plummer, Granville Stuart, John Bozeman, Jim Bridger, Malcolm Clarke, Victor, Plenty Coups, Pretty Shield, Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull, John Owen, William Andrews Clark, and Calamity Jane;




  The stories of many less-known figures, just as revealing, who deserve more attention in our recollections, such as Mary Ronan, James and Martha Jane Vail, Pamelia Fergus, Bull Lodge, Coth-co-co-na, Jefferson Davis Doggett, and Alfred Sully;




  The creation of towns so central to contemporary Montana: Bozeman, Helena, Missoula, and Butte;




  The establishment of the very trails we still follow as we drive through this vast, beautiful space: the Corinne Road from Utah to Montana is now I-15; I-90 traces trails laid down by John Mullan and John Bozeman, not to mention much older tribal roads to the buffalo herds on the plains; the Hi-Line paves over a critical route for Piegan, Gros Ventre, Assiniboine, and other tribal hunters and warriors, as well as the Northern Overland Route blazed by Captain James Fisk;




  The struggle over creating the Territory’s first laws, a battle waged over such fundamental questions as whether African Americans would have the right to vote.




  These stories carry their freight of meaning, their deep implications for our contemporary lives. Returning in memory to the year of Montana’s founding, we realize that until the Civil War, what we now call Montana seemed remote, crudely mapped, and dangerous for most Americans. Indian nations—especially the Piegan, Gros Ventres, Sioux, and Northern Cheyenne—had defended the place well. It was a sustaining setting for Northern Plains peoples’ life. This is not to say Indians lived in a state of nature—they made choices, their natural world was undergoing constant change, and intertribal violence was real and painful. But the mountains and plains offered a life source, a ground for tribal nations, which was not to last.




  It was only a matter of time before the imperialistic United States would figure out what to make of the place. In the aftermath of the fur trade that essentially ended in the 1850s, fewer than 1,000 whites lived in the region. Fur trappers and traders such as Alexander Culbertson, James Kipp, and Malcolm Clarke established their own sustainable lives by marrying native women and practicing accommodation balanced with tough-minded negotiation. Yet the nation as a whole remained indifferent to the headwaters of the Missouri, for as Daniel Webster opined,




  What do we want with this vast, worthless area, this region of savages and wild beasts?




  Everything changed with gold. Once the metal was discovered in massive, accessible quantities in 1862, American uses for the region quickly multiplied: source of bullion to finance the Union cause; farming and ranching to support the gold boom; towns to support the empire for liberty. And of course, Montana became a safety valve, a place to start over for so many wounded in body and soul by the Civil War. This place became the occasion, the opportunity to recreate “America” according to each dreamer’s personal and regional visions. No wonder the white population of the place surged from fewer than 1,000 to more than 20,000 within three years (historians estimate that 20,000 native people lived in the area now called Montana).




  All of which starts to explain the volume and intensity of conflict unleashed by the gold boom. It was not just a contest for resources, though it was all of that too; it was also a conflict of life ways and fundamental, world-defining beliefs. It was a collision of nations. The individual human beings profiled in these pages often acted with a sense of historical destiny, historical inevitability. They saw their actions as part of an unfolding pattern of history, most often seen as divine or theological history, the realization of a grand plan. In this way, personal ambition aligned with national destiny, giving even the most venal actions the allure of fate.




  Montana in 1864 was more than the site of a contest of personal wills or even specific national goals—it became a battleground over the sense of a nation, of an incorporated people, of the right to claim and inhabit the land as fully authentic human beings. It became a struggle over the very meaning of what constitutes a people.




  These stories will be told month-by-month, giving the contemporary reader a chance to experience how events unfolded in time in that founding year. My hope is that readers will feel the flow of time, the role of chance, the surprise of seeing a familiar character in a new light. This book can be read as a braided narrative in which historical figures appear and reappear, taking on new dimensions, unexpected angles. For example, Henry Plummer’s death is narrated in January, but his full story does not emerge until James Vail tells his woeful tale in May; we first meet Mollie Sheehan in January 1864 as she encounters a horrific death—then meet her again in March when hearing Granville Stuart’s story, and again in “After” when witnessing her reaction to Abraham Lincoln’s assassination; Gad Upson, a notoriously ill-informed agent to the Blackfeet and Gros Ventre nations, weaves through the months, distributing annuities and ill feelings in equal doses; Jim Bridger emerges for the first time in April with John Owen’s account of his return journey to Montana, but he will make an appearance at later points, such as Abram Voorhees’ memorable view of him in June and his affiliation with John Bozeman as described in August. Readers can use the Table of Contents and the Index as means to track various characters through the months.




  To present the tales of these diverse peoples, at times the narrative shifts perspective, enters new voices. While most of the stories are told from the point of view of a contemporary historian looking back and interpreting events, on several occasions tales are narrated in alternative voices. In May, for example, James Vail tells the story of his family’s move to the Sun River Indian Farm two years previously, their meeting with Henry Plummer, his sister-in-law’s marriage to Plummer, and the disaster that followed in early 1864. Given the richness of the tale, it made sense to allow James, a witness to all the events and a human being deeply implicated in the action, to render his account. In August, a major battle between the Crows and the allied Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho is presented from multiple points of view, those of two Crow witnesses, Pretty Shield and Plenty Coups, and that of a major Lakota history. To indicate that the event is being told word-for-word by these witnesses, those sections are presented in block quotations. I follow the same practice when narrating one of the most horrific events of all, the Sand Creek Massacre, in November.




  My virtual Sesquicentennial Train offers a very different spectacle from the Montana Centennial Train I visited in 1964. It is the grandchild’s privilege to rewrite the works of the elders. I trust that in another fifty years, on the 200th anniversary of Montana Territory, a new generation will reread the past in a way that makes sense to their lives, to their way of seeing Montana, and they will revise the Montana script yet again. No doubt young children will have their shocking encounters with images out of the past.




  Visions


  






  My son, you have now finished with the experiences that were allotted to you. You have made it clear to us that you are sincere in your ambition to become a great man. All of the important things which go to help one become famous have been given to you. Now that your wish is granted and your work done, you are to wait until you are told to begin exercising the powers that are given to you. Go now and prepare yourself, my son. As it was told you, you must get ready for the life you are to live.




  Seventh vision of Bull Lodge, Gros Ventre leader,


  near Sweet Grass Hills, ca. 1825




  The general condition of the Indians of the Blackfeet nation, taken in the light of civilization, is degrading in the extreme; the first glimpses of Christianity or morality have not yet shed their benignant rays around them; their customs and habits are to-day the same as a quarter of a century ago. All the benefits they have received from their intercourse with the whites have tended rather to degrade than enlighten them. Their immoralities and vices are quickly discovered, and as easily followed; thus they have all the low vices of the whites added to their own degraded natures. The mantle of virtue, if it ever covered any of the whites that have lived in this country, certainly has not descended to the Indian; he yet stands a monument of savage royalty among his native mountains and prairies, free and untrammeled from the shackles of an enlightened conscience, or the virtuous examples of his white brethren, proud, haughty, and contented in the glorious exploits of his fathers, which he desires to emulate and, if possible, eclipse. To bring them out of this pit of degradation is the work of time.




  Gad E. Upson, Blackfeet Indian Agent, 1864




  Every man for his principles—hurrah for Jeff Davis! let her rip.




  Boone Helm, just before he is hanged by vigilantes


  at Virginia City, January 14, 1864




  I came to what is now our magnificent state of Montana when it was a trackless wilderness, the only white inhabitants being Jesuit fathers, and a few Indian traders and trappers at the missions and trading posts; when the mountains and valleys were the homes of countless herds of buffalo, elk, deer, moose, antelope, bear, and mountain sheep; when the streams swarmed with fish and beaver and the Indians were rich and respectable. I have watched the frontier push from the Mississippi river to the Rocky mountains, there to join hands with the settlements that had advanced from the Pacific coast; and from the Rio Grande to the Yellowstone, there to greet civilization that moved from Hudson Bay. I saw in the valley of the Yellowstone the last of the buffalo, the last of the wild free Indians, the last of “The Great West that Was.”




  Granville Stuart, early emigrant, ca. 1918




  I’m sitting here in this very old tribal world.




  Julie Cajune, Salish educator, 2009




  January




  In which the Hunkpapa Sioux weigh their options, Henry Plummer meets his fate, Mollie Sheehan suffers a fall from innocence, Gad Upson takes over as Blackfeet agent, and William Andrews Clark sows the seeds of a great fortune.


  




  All of the months of the year had names. Rightfully, it was each moon that had a name. Beginning with the month of January, the [Blackfeet] call it the Moon of Big Smoke, the Moon That Helps Eat. That’s because in January, when the air is very still, the smoke from the tipis go straight upward, and for some reason it comes very big in size from the tipi. “Helps eat” is because the weather is so cold, no one could get out to do anything outside, everyone just about has to stay inside of the tipi. When one is always near the food, it’s always tempting to eat, and naturally the food goes faster.


  So January is the Help Eat Moon.


  




  It is bitter chill in the camps at the confluence of the Powder and Yellowstone rivers. Hunkpapa Sioux and their Santee guests have gathered to conserve their energies and talk defense of the homeland. The wasichu have begun to invade the sacred lands, the source of vision, sustenance, and memory. The Americans, so restless and unaware of the past, do not respect the place of the fathers and mothers, the place of the creator and all his creation.




  Battles in Minnesota during 1862, culminating with the mass hanging of thirty-eight Santee Sioux, the largest public execution in United States history (and the most inglorious death that the Sioux can imagine), have driven the Sioux farther west, closer to their hated Crow enemies. A campaign by the U.S. military in Dakota Territory just last summer, clumsy and ineffective as it seemed, reinforced belief in this winter camp that a final war is upon them—these invaders will not relent, they will not be persuaded, even when outmaneuvered, disoriented, and humiliated. There is something fiercely foolish and unyielding about these light-skinned, hairy wanderers. They seem lost, and lost animals strike out in blind fury.




  It was not supposed to come to this. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851, completed just a few years earlier, held promise of grudging respect and accommodation. Tribal nations had been assured hunting ranges, annuities, and, above all, the chance to be left alone. While the signatories could hardly be expected to abide by the strict boundaries on where they could hunt, camp, and fight, they could be counted on to leave emigrants to their own devices, as long as those wanderers did not encroach upon the cherished buffalo ranges and sacred places.




  Fortunately, something in the American eye misses the wonder of the Powder River, flowing north into the mightier Yellowstone River through a vast, open valley, the massive Big Horn Mountains rising to the west, the profound Black Hills to the east. Where these people see abundance and life, especially the great bison herds, the Americans see desert, a bleak scene, a blank. Maybe it is the wasichus’ obsession with raising wheat and running their “white horns”—the Powder River is not made for that way of living. Maybe it is because the whites’ eyes are focused so tightly on lands to the west, lands beyond these plains and mountains, rumored to be green year-round and ideal for the farmer and rancher.




  Yet even there the people at the confluence of two rivers have reason to wonder and to fear. What is this need for land that causes so many families to risk everything on a painful, often futile path? What agencies, what energies propel them to pack creaking wagons and follow lumbering oxen to seek some elusive, unlikely home beyond the great mountain ranges? There must be something truly horrific in the world to the east to cause so much uprooting, rage, and desperation. All that tramping and camping and foolishness had split the great bison herd, depleted their range, diminished their numbers. It had also brought disease to the people.




  And now gold, that slippery metal, calls many more to the headwaters of the Missouri, country long protected by remoteness and the determined resistance of the native people. The nations had welcomed trade for skins, exchanges yielding metal pots, guns, tobacco, coffee, sugar, and yes, whiskey. But that was a simple, clear transaction, stable and knowable. Of course there was cheating and misleading and hard feelings on both sides, but how the nations had come to love the trade goods that made their lives on the often-harsh plains easier, better. A few forts, isolated and unassuming, did no harm, they seemed so flimsy and temporary. Men like Alexander Culbertson and Malcolm Clarke married Blackfeet women and lived close to the many tribes that would trade beaver and buffalo and wolf skins for manufactured goods.




  But now, this is a new kind of American invader, no pretending to seeking home or permanence, just a mad dash to grab the metal and return east to acquire and ascend. These new emigrants have that remorseless glint in the eye, that perfervid gaze that announces they will give no quarter, not back down. It must be the last chance for many of these drifting men, few women or children to soften their consciences, their language, or their gestures. Foolish men, who should know better when they encounter the scattered remains of their countrymen, destroyed by chance meetings with resentful young men from the allied tribes, and from the enemies too, those Piegan and Crows. And they come from every direction—from south along the Powder River, from east out of Santee country, and up the Missouri River in those infernal boats powered by monstrous vapors.




  So now is the time to fight, now is the time to signal no more ground given, no more free passage, no more averting the eyes to assure that the annuities, often paltry and inedible, will be delivered. No more pretending that this violation of land and people is temporary, fragile, and futile. The people will strike against the invaders. Spring cannot come too soon.




  Henry Plummer reclines on his bed, ill-disposed on this bitterly cold January day in Bannack City. Yet for all his discomfort, he remains a handsome man to the end. It is those looks, those manners, those delicate gestures and calm smile that have carried him to this moment.




  The sound of boots and muted voices startle in the cold air of noon on Grasshopper Creek. His sister-in-law, Mrs. Vail, glances at him with alarm, and he rises up halfway with a premonition. It has come at last.




  Dark-coated, bearded men, familiar to him from his time as sheriff of Bannack, surge into the cabin and promptly bind his hands. They seem remorseless, determined, imperturbable. Yet as the fifty men force-march him toward an end foreseen, he calls out for Wilbur Sanders, whose cabin is nearby, to intervene.




  Sanders, nephew of Sidney Edgerton, judge in Idaho Territory, is a lawyer and a Republican, and damned proud of both. He and Plummer had shared Thanksgiving dinner just a few weeks before and seemed on the best of terms.




  What the handsome man cannot know is that Sanders is the very engine of this vigilante mob, the source of will and reason that compels them to end the life of a man many still like and respect.




  

    [image: Bannack-Montana.tif]




    Bannack, Montana, in the 1860s. Montana Historical Society Research Center Photograph Archives, Helena, Montana


  




  And so Sanders says to the condemned man in a voice without inflection, without emotion, “It is useless for you to beg for your life. [T]he affair is settled and cannot be altered. You are to be hanged. You cannot feel harder about it than I do, but I cannot help it if I could.”




  Plummer knows now that there is little chance of eluding this end. He glances at the two men who join him at this moment of terror, Buck Stinson and Ned Ray, and pity surges through him. When Red Yeager and George Brown were strung up just six days earlier, he knew this possibility loomed. Yet through all these years of moving and loving and killing and explaining, he never thought he’d see the end of a rope. That’s why he always went armed—knife and pistol on his person, even as he slept—so he would never have to meet this moment. How ironic, then, that on this very day he would have set his weapons aside to sleep off some obscure ailment. He’d been caught unawares.




  In truth, he has been ineffectual of late, distracted and slow to realize what was happening. Maybe it is sheer exhaustion from years of planning and concealing, of threatening and executing, and then finding a reason or leaving altogether. This dead-end mining town in the eastern hinterlands of Idaho Territory seems as good a place as any to bring that career to an end. Only he wishes his right wrist worked properly, having been destroyed by a bullet in a shoot-out just last year with a sworn enemy who managed to escape, and now pulsing and painful when bound behind him. He suspects that malformed wrist has given him away during the hold-ups, his awkward way of handling the gun the “tell” that provides proof of his guilt.




  Would his wife, departed for Iowa after living with him for a short time in Bannack, remember him, mourn him? They had met by sheer chance at the government Indian farm on Sun River. What a sweet girl, Electa, so alone there in that ramshackle farm on a river flowing out of the mighty Rocky Mountains just to the west, the river lit up by the golden glow of sunset on summer evenings. If only he could go back now, recover that time. They married just last June, but he had sent her back home in September because he sensed the danger, not just of these self-righteous, hard men, but of men out of his past who arrived in Bannack City unbidden, like demons or ghouls, calling forth his past deeds. No, he did not want Electa to hear those things, or face a day like this. In this moment of death, he is proud and grateful he has spared his young bride this horror.




  Yet he pleads for his life, seeing some hesitation, some doubt in his executioners’ tight faces. He proclaims his innocence, tells them he has done nothing wrong and deserves a fair trial. No break in their determination. And so he asks simply that he be allowed to put his affairs in order, to speak with his sister-in-law, have a chance to send final word to his dear wife.




  They will not relent. The Vigilance Committee knows that in the past, such delays in meting out gold camp justice have led to freedom for the condemned. No, a decision was made with tense deliberation the night before, and there’s no backing down now. The very man elected to protect the peace has been the ringleader of a pack of road agents who have murdered and stolen and lied. No more lies, no more chances.




  And now the handsome man loses his composure, pleading for his life, imploring that they let him see his wife one final time. His fear only increases with the rushing arrival of Joseph Swift, a gentle young man who had befriended Plummer during their time together at Sun River Farm. Joseph weeps, implores, trembles and gestures. One of the hard men drags Joseph out of the inner circle of doom, but his wailing can be heard over the din.




  The horror rises further with the raging curses of Ned Ray, his mistress weeping just out of view, the grim truth of death, his living and breathing about to be extinguished.




  Ned dies ugly—he puts his hand up through the noose as he is dropped, and so his neck is not broken on the instant. He strangles in the air.




  Stinson offers to confess as he’s about to be strung up, but the handsome man stops him with the words, “We’ve done enough already to send us all to hell.” Stinson is luckier than Ned—he gets a clean drop.




  The handsome man makes one final plea—he’ll leave the country, they’ll never see him again.




  The vigilantes, many of whom know the condemned man well, repeat that it’s all over. They place the noose around his neck. He gets a clean drop.




  Henry Plummer is dead.




  She has bright eyes and a quick mind. Mollie Sheehan, eleven years old, moves with childish confidence through the mad world of Virginia City. She sees the greed, and the hard work, and the exhaustion, and the hurdy-gurdy houses, and the casual fist-blows and shots. The buildings are ramshackle and unstable, made to last only the time it takes to make a killing and head back to the States. She also sees the extraordinary profusion of flowers in this remote mountain town, and bears witness to the shifts of light and cloud across the mountain faces, and listens for the almost shocking fecundity of bird songs.




  Mollie sees and knows in part because she’s the proud daughter of an ambitious but unlucky man. Her father, James, an energetic Irishman seeking the main chance on the undefined terrain of Idaho Territory, has tried and failed to make a living as freighter for the gold mines in Colorado, and now he’s brought his growing family to this even more remote and wide-open town, born just the summer before, springing to life from Alder Gulch as if by magic, the very emblem of the land of gold.
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    Mollie Sheehan (Mary Ronan) with her father, James. Mansfield Library Archives and Special Collections, Missoula, Montana


  




  James’s is the familiar story of the 19th-century immigrant on the make, pursuing that elusive thing called opportunity across the vast continent. He embodies all the contradictions of his adopted country’s beliefs, loving the chance to begin anew time and again, yet he’s a Democrat to the core, true to his Irish lineage, a staunch supporter of the working man and distrustful of all that Republican sentimentality about the coloreds. He’s lived enough, struggled enough, to know that pain and disappointment are allotted equally to mankind, and “slave” is a relative condition. He resents the violence of the Union war against the Confederacy, even as he loves the United States with an almost religious mania that defies all those Know Nothings who assume an Irishman places the Church above all else. No, he would give his life for his new country, but given his young family, he needs to find the means to support them. And so he runs freight to this chaotic town, following the Mullan Road from Fort Benton and the Corinne Road from Salt Lake City. James is no fool, for all the need to risk life and limb to freight supplies over the expansive land through Blackfeet and Bannock country. He knows desperados prey on the unsuspecting, striking as if by secret knowledge.
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