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			Introduction


				The American West was born on the plains of Montana in the 1880s. The West of cowboys and Indians, wide open vistas, freedom from routine and convention, horses sweeping across open plains, that dream vision, that myth, that faith made famous by movies, television, and books was created, in large part, in the territory that would soon become a state.


				Montana 1889 tells the story of that invention, for it was and remains an invention, a tale told to reveal and conceal in equal parts. As Montana moved toward statehood, settlers eliminated the buffalo and forced indigenous nations into increasingly constricted spaces; cattle and sheep became the dominant fauna of an area once rich in wildlife beyond our contemporary imagination; railroads bound the region to markets, capital, and culture far away and determinative; and industrial mining on a scale far beyond the fever dreams of the 1860s gold rush came to dominate economy and politics. Yet an entire cultural industry was created to spread that alluring story of freedom and authenticity, the cowboy as symbol of life beyond the bounds of an increasingly corporate, regulated, routine industrial culture. Theodore Roosevelt provides an elegiac rendering of the myth in 1888: 


				In its present form stock-raising on the plains is doomed, and can hardly outlast 	the century. The great free ranches, with their barbarous, picturesque, and curiously fascinating surroundings, mark a primitive stage of existence as surely as do the great tracts of primeval forests, and like the latter must pass away 	before the onward march of our people; and we who have felt the charm of the life, and have exulted in its abounding vigor and its bold, restless freedom, will 	not only regret its passing for our own sakes, but must also feel real sorrow that those who come after us are not to see, as we have seen, what is perhaps the pleasantest, healthiest, and most exciting phase of American existence.


			Figures out of Montana such as Charlie Russell, “Teddy Blue” Abbott, and Calamity Jane played their parts in creating this myth, though they often resisted and even ridiculed idealized images of their western lives. In fact, Russell and Abbott were exceptionally astute about the source and folly of the western American myth. As Abbott averred, “I did get to be a cowboy . . . and as Charlie Russell used to say, we were just white Indians anyway.” In that memorable statement, Russell names how American culture converted cowboys into stand-ins for the native peoples conveniently confined. To become a white Indian is to hold onto the power of an intense connection to the natural world while concealing the brute reality of displacement and domination.


			This book tells the many stories of that transformation, entering into the lives, emotions, and decisions of diverse peoples coming together to make a place now known as “Montana.” If Montana 1864 narrates the rapid arrival of emigrants in an emerging territory at the height of the Civil War and the clash of nations inevitably following from that movement, Montana 1889 tells how determined men and women set about imposing an American logic, an American grid on the place on a scale unimaginable to those first arrivals at the moment a territory was born. Figures such as William Andrews Clark, Samuel Hauser, Wilbur Fisk Sanders, Granville Stuart, and James Fergus will return, but taking on an altogether different cast, for they will have advanced in time and status and will seek the means to convert early arrival and bitter experience into wealth and power. These early emigrants will be joined by ambitious individuals such as Marcus Daly, A. B. Hammond, and James J. Hill who were astute about the inside games of corporate capitalism and ruthless in advancing their interests in the face of competing desires.


			In this way, Montana 1889 will show the creation of Indian reservations residing within the state borders (they are in fact sovereign nations); the complex, innovative, baffled, surprising responses of native peoples to this new condition of living; the explosion of Butte as silver and copper became the dominant metals; the laying of railroad track that made the transformation possible; the emergence of towns such as Great Falls and Billings, products of those very railroads and of the increasing reach of the Butte mining powers; the creation of Montana’s ranching industry, led by charismatic individuals such as Pierre Wibaux; the stories of many women who adapted to this tough place, often in unexpected, powerful ways; the role of many ethnic and racial minorities in a state that can appear monocultural in present times; and the invention of a myth to acknowledge these vast changes and at the same time hide their more disturbing elements. These stories will be told month by month, showing the flow and friction of events and the unfolding destiny of individuals and nations.


			I pay special attention to the ways in which Indian nations responded to the catastrophe of the reservation system. In one sense, history simply stopped during the 1880s, for as Plenty Coups, Crow leader, famously said, “After this nothing happened.” Yet something extraordinary did happen. Despite the Americans’ stubborn attempts to destroy Indian nations through a whole technology of “civilizing,” those nations continue today. The reader will discover that resourceful indigenous peoples developed a series of strategies to defeat the dominant culture’s best attempts to erase them. Former enemies often traveled from reservation to reservation sharing knowledge, tactics, and encouragement. Most famously, the Ghost Dance or Messiah Craze will be carried to the tribal nations in Montana by 1889, holding the prospect of rebirth and renewal. Despite agents’ best attempts to prevent the people from participating, the Gros Ventre, Assiniboine, and Cheyenne will put the dance to use, though in ways far less dramatic than on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Indian peoples also innovated ways to translate defining virtues such as courage and generosity into new rituals, in that way coopting American customs. Natives learned as they went, observing agents’ habits and preferences and often manipulating those individuals to achieve both short- and long-term successes. Many leaders took the long view, recognizing the pain and trauma of the present moment, the apparent loss of so much that made them a people, yet knowing history—deep time—can yield a surprising reversal. Most simply and movingly, the people remained a people, dedicated to their nations despite unavoidable conflicts over strategies for dealing with the persistent if clumsy imperialists. 


			History demands humility of the historian, for it is often tempting to name the winners and losers, the wise and the foolish, the visionaries and the blind. Looking back to that moment of statehood, this writer has frequently wondered about the choices of individuals who were betting on time and opportunity with limited knowledge of all the factors in play. Take Plenty Coups, who would become one of the most famous surviving chiefs from the pre-reservation era. As this book will reveal, he made choices about how to deal with the invaders and their increasingly controlling actions and institutions, choices that might at first blush be labeled “collaborationist” or even defeatist. Yet how arrogant to make that casual charge, typing on a computer and sipping coffee in a house built on Salish land, never having faced the extreme deprivation and soul-killing reality of the early reservation, the life source erased, the defining customs of a life debarred, the power to control one’s destiny denied, one’s own language ridiculed. Or take the case of Granville Stuart, “Mr. Montana,” who, as we will see, chose to turn his back on his mixed-race family to enter into a more “respectable” marriage to a young white woman following the death of his Shoshone spouse, Awbonnie. Easy enough to charge the man with betrayal, yet when have I as a contemporary been compelled to navigate an increasingly restricted understanding of what is proper, appropriate, even “civilized” in conducting one’s personal life? Writing history calls forth empathy, then, a willingness to feel outside one’s skin to inhabit, briefly and incompletely, the lived experience of human beings negotiating terrain they could barely glimpse, let alone understand and control.




			Visions


			I have not told you half that happened when I was young. . . . I can think back and tell you much more of war and horse stealing. But when the buffalo went away the hearts of my people fell to the ground, and they could not lift them up again. After this nothing happened. There was little singing anywhere. Besides. . . you know that part of my life as well as I do. You saw what happened to us when the buffalo went away.


			Plenty Coups speaking to Frank Linderman, 1930




			The reservation system belongs to “a vanishing state of things” and must soon cease to exist. . . . The logic of events demands the absorption of the Indians into our national life, not as Indians, but as American citizens. . . [T]he relations of the Indians to the Government must rest solely upon the full recognition of their individuality. . . . The Indians must conform to “the white man’s ways,” peaceably if they will, forcibly if they must. . . . They can not escape it, and must either conform to it or be crushed by it.


			T. J. Morgan, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1889




			Montana has undoubtedly the best grazing grounds in America. . . . The Yellowstone, Big Horn, Tongue River, and Powder River regions contain the maximum of advantages to the cattle grower. Except on the Upper Yellowstone, few herds are yet located in eastern Montana, but in the future the O’Connors, Kings, Kennedys, Hitsons, and Chisholms of the West will be found on the Yellowstone, Big Horn, and Powder River countries of Montana.


			James S. Brisbin, The Beef Bonanza; or, How to Get Rich on the Plains, 1881




			[W]e have a country where the white breast has never been disturbed, plenty of ducks, geese, & brant. Elk, moose, and deer in the valleys and bighorn mountain goats & grizzly bear in the mountains, with first class trout fishing in the streams. . . . [P]lenty of the best quality coal, iron, limestone, lead, copper, silver and gold—and all in as fine an agricultural country as there is on the continent.


			James J. Hill, President,Great Northern Railway, 1888




			The adoption of the [Montana State] Constitution will secure our admission upon equal footing with the original States; it will give us adequate Courts for the administration of justice; it will permit us to tax large quantities of land now exempt from taxation; it will give us the immediate benefit of school and other lands donated by the United States; it will relieve us of that unjust inhibition by which we are prohibited from selling our mines in foreign markets; it will give us a representative in Congress and two United States Senators to represent us in Washington; it will give us the right of suffrage in national elections; it will give us a stable government; it will invite capital and emigration, in short it will break the shackles of territorial bondage and elevate us to the full dignity of American citizenship.


			“Address to the People” Accompanying Montana Constitution up for Vote, 1889




			Linderman later reported that on this occasion [of Montana statehood] Alvin Lee, with whom he worked, said, “Now she’s gone to hell”; and he added, “And I believed him.”


			Frank Linderman, Recollections, ca. 1930




			January


			In which Young Man Afraid of His Horses seeks to visit his Crow relatives, Marcus Daly swears off politics, and Governor Leslie harangues the final territorial legislature.


			


			With its mines of wealth, before which the fabled stores of Aladdin’s cave sink into insignificance, and its thousands of yet undeveloped treasure stores, who can predict the glory of the future Montana, and who can define its possibilities? It is here that the oppressed poor of the overcrowded sections can find peace and plenty, and it is here where those already blessed with wealth and prosperity can increase their stores. To the laborer, the mechanic, the miner, the capitalist, to the speculator and to the proletarian, seeking a modest home and modest income, Montana offers advantages unsurpassed in the world, and which, if embraced, will satisfy all their wants and ease all their cravings.


			


			Young Man Afraid of His Horses dictates a letter to General George Crook, demanding permission to journey from his Lakota reservation in Dakota Territory to the Crow Reservation in Montana: “I want to visit the Crows and plan with them for the protection of our people . . . for the white man is crowding us, and will want to crowd us still more.” Having become “as one nation, related to each other,” the former enemies will “talk of things that are of interest, and what is best for our common welfare.” He pleads his case by pointing out “I have relatives among the Crows by the marriage of my aunt. . . . They gave me three horses and I want to get them.” Young Man Afraid of His Horses is not just any enemy—he played a prominent part in the Battle of Arrow Creek in August of 1864, a determined effort by the Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho to decimate an Apsáalooke encampment near present-day Pryor. That famous battle was a result of early incursions by white emigrants, forcing the Lakota and their allies farther west in pursuit of prime hunting grounds. Now that same proud warrior desires to commune with the Crows. Nannie Alderson, wife of an early rancher in southeastern Montana, describes hosting Young Man Afraid of His Horses during one of his cross-country journeys, observing “[h]e was old and undersized, yet his bearing was dignified and he looked very much a chief.” He makes a gesture of sharing some of his hair with Alderson, a signifier of his status and generosity: “Young-Man-Afraid-of-His-Horses pulled his braided hair to the front, singled out a wisp of, I’m sure, not over a dozen hairs, and asked Mary to cut it off and give it to me. I had to be content and was profuse in my thanks.”




  

    [image: Young Man Afraid of His Horses]




	Young Man Afraid of His Horses at Pine Ridge Agency, 1891. National Archives and Records Administration


	




			Writing in the year of Montana’s statehood, and just two years before the Wounded Knee Massacre on his home reservation of Pine Ridge, Young Man Afraid of His Horses reveals an emerging strategy for dealing with loss among the nations of the northern plains: cooperation across boundaries of former enmity. Ironically, the increasingly draconian reservation system removes the sources of conflict among tribal nations, for they no longer compete for control of prime hunting lands, nor seek honor through war coups and horse stealing. Lines of communication and friendship established tentatively, occasionally in the years of Lakota and Crow conflict now become lifelines, a means to share information, discuss the will and practices of the Americans, plan strategies of resistance or negotiation. 


			There is much to discuss for tribal leaders, for the Americans have moved with ruthless, if uneven, efficiency to reduce the nations’ lands so that they can run more cattle, grow more crops, plant more towns, mine more minerals, take more trees, make more money. All the energies of the Gilded Age United States have been cut loose on the northern plains, all that commitment to incorporating this remote prairie into the economic web extending from Minneapolis, Chicago, New York, and London. This very year, 1889, will see a radical reduction of the Great Sioux Reservation in the Dakotas, easing white access to the Black Hills and confining the Sioux to ever smaller parcels of land, often unfit for the kind of agrarian life the Americans preach. 


			Reservation officials both on the ground and in Washington, D. C., fear the movement of Indians from reservation to reservation, suspicious of motive and impact. D. O. Cowen, agent at Fort Peck, writes with evident pique, “In the summer season of the year many of these Indians are inclined to wander about and steal off the reservation, notwithstanding the precautionary measures to prevent their nomadic freaks.” Officials are especially concerned about provocative leaders such as Sitting Bull, who had visited the Crows in September 1886, and encouraged resistance to civilizing tactics. Sitting Bull’s pretext for spending time with his former enemies was a return to the scene of his greatest military victory, the triumph over Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn ten years earlier. The Lakota leader was blunt in his assessment of the relative benefits of resisting or accommodating the Americans:


			See how the white men treat us and how they treat you. We get one and one half pounds of beef per ration, while you receive but one half pound. You are kept at home and made to work like slaves, while we do no labor and are permitted to ride from agency to agency and enjoy ourselves.


			The Hunkpapa medicine man lingered two weeks on the Little Bighorn, preaching the imminent danger of allotment, a system he feared would steal Indian land. (The Dawes Severalty Act of 1887, also known as the General Allotment Act, would in fact require Indians to take up 160-acre homestead parcels, allowing the government to sell those homesteads not claimed by members of Indian nations.) Among those who listened intently to Sitting Bull’s message was Deaf Bull, a Crow leader who played an important role in Sword Bearer’s resistance in the fall of 1887, and who would not be released from imprisonment for that resistance until August of 1889.


			As for Young Man Afraid of His Horses, though he is not granted permission to visit his Crow relatives in 1889, he will journey to see them in 1890, when he will encourage them to resist surrendering land to the emigrants. He will arrive with twenty Lakota just a few weeks before the Wounded Knee catastrophe. The Crow are under pressure to sell two million acres of their land on the western end of their reservation. Young Man Afraid of His Horses will share the bitterness and loss of the prior year’s destruction of the Great Sioux Reservation, encouraging Plenty Coups and Pretty Eagle to oppose the initial terms for the land sale. The Crow agent also suspects Young Man Afraid of His Horses preaches the Messiah Craze, though in reality, the Lakota man stands in opposition to the Ghost Dance. Not surprisingly, then, that same agent will insist that Young Man Afraid of His Horses and his fellow Lakota leave the Crow Reservation. The land sale will go forward, though on better terms for the Crow people, and Young Man Afraid of His Horses will return to visit his relatives and allies the next year, and the year after that.


			On the sixth day of the first month of the year of Montana’s statehood, Marcus Daly writes to Samuel Hauser, “to tell you the truth I am so disappointed and so disgusted that I have now quit politics for good.” What would lead this mining magnate, Irish immigrant, and prominent Democrat to write such a weary, despairing sentence? Daly has just emerged from a bruising battle over election of Montana’s final territorial delegate to Congress. Having helped engineer the defeat of another mining giant, William Andrews Clark, Daly finds himself debating the worth of such poisonous efforts.
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		Marcus Daly, 1895. Montana Historical Society Research Center Photograph Archives, Helena, Montana


	




			Daly’s life embodies the magic of the American dream, the political machinations of the Gilded Age, and the intense efforts to remake Montana all in one. Yet he remains elusive, for his family will destroy most of his private letters and papers upon his death, and those who know him well will remain circumspect, cautious when discussing him. In Montana’s mythology, he will come down as the genial Irish foil to the surly, overtly ambitious Clark, the Abel to Clark’s Cain. Yet Daly left behind an extraordinarily dense set of institutions, communities, and companies that will provide evidence of things unseen. He is a man of extraordinary reach whose determined efforts to build out his Anaconda Mining Company stretched all across the state of his adoption, extending to the forests of western Montana, the coal mines of north-central and south-central Montana (Belt and Red Lodge), the power sources of the Missouri River at Great Falls, the points west and east reachable by the railroad lines he helped build, and, of course, the towns of Butte and Anaconda that he created by dint of will, capital, and a bottomless self-regard. 


			Daly’s life can exemplify the promise of his adopted country. Born into poverty in Ireland, he fled the chaos and viciousness of the Irish potato famine for New York in 1856 at the age of 15. After working the usual odd jobs of a young, ill-educated immigrant, he crossed the continent to San Francisco via the isthmus of Panama. He found his way to the Comstock Lode in Nevada, there to learn the ins and outs of hard-rock silver mining and to make the acquaintance of Samuel Clemens, who would later pen one of the most effective takedowns ever in his description of a corrupt William Andrews Clark. His adventures in Nevada led to Utah, employment by the rich and ambitious Walker brothers, and finally the move north that defines his legacy: Daly arrived in Butte in 1876 at the behest of the Walkers to study up on the silver mines in this underdeveloped, still-remote part of the nation. Over the next twenty-four years, he will help transform this new-found land into a major industrial complex and a financial colossus through innate intelligence, mining savvy, outside capital, and shifting alliances with men named Haggin, Hearst, Hauser, Hammond, Hill, Billings, and more. He is a man born at the right moment, one who would know how to put the lax principles and large-scale capitalist transactions of the post-Civil War years to his use. 


			Yet moving closer to the man, to his actions, to his choices, a twenty-first century observer sees how his life embodies the chanciness and sheer luck of the ultra-wealthy. Take the origin of his legendary Anaconda Copper Company. He purchased the original Anaconda mine from another Irishman, Michael Hickey, in 1880. Hickey so named the mine because as a loyal Unionist he wanted to memorialize Grant’s Grand Army of the Republic that surrounded Lee’s army like an anaconda snake. Though Daly acquired the mine for its promising silver lodes, he soon discoverered massive copper veins that point to wealth on a scale hardly glimpsed to this stage of his life. In a nation soon dependent on this malleable metal ideal for electrical wires, Daly had just uncovered the resource that will justify calling Butte “the Richest Hill on Earth.” Coy and avaricious, Daly secured the backing of California capitalists George Hearst, J. B. Haggin, and Lloyd Tevis to purchase adjoining properties, concealing as best he can the discovery of copper. He will close the Anaconda for a time to obscure his motives. Then, when the time is right, the market ready, he will re-open the mine and begin extracting and refining copper on a scale that will make Daly and Butte a national, even international, force. Once he sets this copper boom in motion, he will move purposefully to secure the resources to feed the Anaconda’s greedy maw: timber, coal, water, laborers. Daly will be portrayed as a one-time miner who had the common touch with his many hard-working miners; he will be renowned for his special commitment to employing Irish immigrants cut out of the same cloth as himself. Still, he amasses wealth at the expense of those very workers, operating on an implicit hierarchical principle that the strongest dominate and the weakest serve. He will employ spies and infiltrators of the mining and railroad worker unions to manage that most significant if at times intractable resource. 
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		Butte, Montana circa 1890-1895, corner of Park and Main, looking north on Main. Montana Historical Society Research Center Photograph Archives, Helena, Montana


	




			The year 1888 marked the moment when the personality differences, competition, and raw ambition of Daly and Clark, the Scotch-Irish business genius, fussy, meticulous, and effective, came to a head. Clark, ever desirous of political office, for him the cynosure of status, put himself forward as the Democratic candidate for Montana Territory’s last non-voting representative to Congress, surely the prelude to becoming one of the new state’s first senators. For all their differences, Clark and Daly were diehard Democrats, so surely Clark should have carried the day in a predominantly Democratic territory. But that’s not what happened. Instead, the relative nonentity who ran on the Republican side, Thomas Carter, won a decisive victory.


			Clark knew a terrible betrayal, a dark plot on the part of Daly and his faction, must have accounted for this unimaginable outcome: “The conspiracy was a gigantic one, well planned, and well carried out, even though it did involve the violation of some of the most sacred confidences. . . . However as you suggest the day of retribution may come when treason may be considered odious.” Election results from Butte and the western counties dominated by the timber industry told the tale: Overwhelming support for a Republican, almost unheard of in this territory that had so long held out against the Republican primacy of the federal government. Surely, Daly and his henchmen had ordered miners and loggers to side with a party that did not hold their concerns, their hopes dear. 


			Since Daly so carefully concealed his handiwork and his motives, Montanans have been left to speculate about the source of this upset. Some will claim Clark the banker betrayed Daly when the immigrant sought to purchase the Alice mine in 1876, and so the Irish American had simply bided his time to exact a most precise and telling revenge. Others will point to Clark’s condescending comments about Daly’s partner Haggin, of Turkish extraction and dark-skinned, whom Clark may have dismissed with an odious epithet. Others wonder if the vote rigging resulted from that classic, tragic Irish conflict between the Catholic south and the Protestant north (Daly is a devout Catholic, while Clark, true to his Ulster roots, adheres to the Presbyterian faith). Yet an economic motive seems the most likely cause of this subterfuge, for Daly, in alliance with the Missoula businessman A. B. Hammond, has formed the Montana Improvement Company, which has been harvesting vast quantities of timber from federal lands to feed his mines, smelters, and railroad lines. The Democratic administration of Grover Cleveland has brought suit against this timber conglomerate. The election of a Republican president in 1888, more hoped for than fully believed in, could mean a reversal of fortune, for Benjamin Harrison’s party promises far less scrutiny of such dicey use of the public domain. In the event of Harrison’s victory, a Republican representative might prove the antidote to ominous legal action against Daly.


			Whatever the true source of the betrayal, and all of these causes may have played a part, Daly, no seeker of public office and often impatient with the art and corruption of politics, has had his fill for the time being. Yet his despairing letter to Hauser will stand as a brief pause, a moment of doubt, rather than a statement of principle. Many political battles lie ahead for these two Copper Kings, most notoriously the buying of the state capital in 1894.


			Preston H. Leslie, penultimate governor of Montana Territory, charges the newly seated legislature with the solemn task of preparing Montana for statehood:


			At this crisis in our history, when we expect soon to assume the dignity and responsibilities of statehood, your position becomes more responsible and more honored than any of your predecessors; in no small degree your labors 	may aid in laying broad and deep the foundations of the coming commonwealth of Montana. Spanning nearly five degrees of latitude and twelve of longitude, interspersed by vast mountain chains, Montana will serve as the connecting link 	between the Pacific and central states, with the Atlantic states so closely allied, making one indestructible union. Our mountains veined with gold and silver and 	the more useful metals, our placers filled with gold, and wide prairies covered with grasses, are fast giving us individual and public wealth. To secure the greatest prosperity in these vast industries will require your best thought and ripest statesmanship. 


			Governor Leslie proffers a vision of the territory as the essential link binding the nation, as though regressing, briefly, to the very conflict that gave birth to Montana in 1864, the War of the Rebellion or War of Northern Aggression. The fierce struggle between Republicans and Democrats at the territory’s founding, fully revealed in Governor Sidney Edgerton’s vexed speech to the first territorial legislature, has endured these twenty-five years through often vicious political infighting between determined Republicans such as Wilbur Fisk Sandersand unrepentant Democrats such as Samuel Hauser. No wonder Leslie anxiously asserts Montana serves to assure the United States are indeed “one indestructible union.”


			Leslie sketches in broad strokes the dominant industries of the emerging state: mining in western and central Montana and running livestock on the central and eastern plains. His reference to “ripest statesmanship” hints at the ongoing tensions between these “vast industries,” for ranching and mining interests have long been at odds over issues such as taxation of mines (not surprisingly, mine owners insist only the metals extracted be taxed rather than the full mining properties), railroads (the Northern Pacific Railroad’s vast lands, granted by the federal government in 1864, offer opportunities to miners and ranchers alike), and control of water sources. 


			The address that follows this almost visionary preamble is dry in many senses. Leslie, a tall, dignified former governor of Kentucky, and a loyal Democrat appointed by the Cleveland administration, is an avowed temperance man who begins by urging passage of anti-drinking laws. He then turns bureaucratic, sticking closely to the more prosaic realities of governance, focusing on creation of foundational civil institutions such as public schools, a penitentiary, a house of reform for youth, an insane asylum, and a state library. Though he briefly returns to near-eloquence when describing an agrarian vision for Montana, he concludes by assuring his auditors (and perhaps himself) that though a vast territory of competing economic and cultural interests, Montana is one whole, a unified almost-state. A political appointee with few ties to Montana Territory, and one who has been effectively marginalized by such prominent businessmen as Daly, Clark, Hauser, and Charles Broadwater of Helena, Leslie may well have decided to avoid the major controversies implied by his opening. He is also aware his time as governor is fast coming to an end, for with the election of Republican Benjamin Harrison to the presidency, Leslie will step down to make way for the new president’s appointee. 


			Yet even granting the governor’s understandable caution, one omission bears notice: Leslie refers once, briefly, to the Indian nations that had called this region home long before the emigrants arrived: “It is almost twenty-five years since the few white men and women then in Montana, surrounded by many unfriendly Indians, decided to plant permanently in these mountains the standard of American civilization.” At the end of the decade that saw the reduction of the Blackfeet Reserve north of the Missouri River to three constricted reservations, the decade that saw the creation of the Tongue River or Northern Cheyenne Reservation by executive order in 1884, the decade that saw steady erosion of Crow lands by ranchers, miners, and railroads, the decade that will see the final surrender of Salish chief Charlo to the necessity of moving from the Bitterroot to the Flathead valley, Montana Territory’s governor sees no need to acknowledge an enduring native presence. Perhaps once again Leslie sidesteps controversy, or perhaps that silence speaks volumes about the settler community’s view of those original inhabitants: out of sight, out of mind, and ultimately erased from Montana’s future.


			The constitution that emerges in August of 1889 enabling Montana “to assume the dignity and responsibilities of statehood” will favor stock-growing and mining interests. Of course that founding document will not be the first so conceived. The legendary Thomas Francis Meagher led an ill-fated attempt to jumpstart statehood by convening a constitutional convention in 1866, just two years after the territory’s formation. The effort was so poorly organized that the draft constitution has not survived the test of time—the only copy was apparently lost on the way to the printer. A more promising effort took place in 1884 as Montanans read the tea leaves of national will—since a Democratic president had been elected for the first time since the Civil War in the person of Grover Cleveland, hopes rose that Montana might at last become a state. Such was not to be, for Congress remained in the hands of a Republican Party not eager to grant full voting power in Congress and the presidential election to a manifestly Democratic territory.


			The 1889 constitutional delegates lean heavily on the document drafted in 1884. None other than William Andrews Clark chairs the convention, and prominent ranchers such as Conrad Kohrs are active participants in the deliberations. Fully one half of the delegates are linked to the mining industry. The founders create a cumbersome executive branch with twenty departments, perhaps overreacting to a sense that Montana citizens’ interests have been neglected during the territorial days. That executive branch will metastasize, creating an unwieldy “head” to state government that will prompt a new constitutional convention in 1972. Not surprisingly, the convention finds itself most sharply divided over how to apportion political power in the legislative branch among counties east and west. The familiar Montana divide between competing cultural regions, created by the odd combination of mountain valleys and high plains at the territory’s birth, emerges in battles over how many representatives and senators each county can claim. By apportioning one senator to every county, the founders grant the predominantly agricultural eastern region outsized clout. The Constitution also limits the legislature to 60 days, assuring hasty and often ill-informed deliberation. On that most fundamental matter of all, the right to vote, the state constitution recognizes all male citizens over 21 years of age, regardless of race or creed. One of the most contested and passionate efforts of all during the convention, granting women suffrage, goes down to defeat on a surprisingly close vote. Montana women are a powerful presence at the state’s founding and will remain so throughout Montana’s relatively short history.
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