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For my father, Kenneth Gamerman

July 5, 1932  –February 8, 2024

My mountain.






My favorite state has not yet been invented. It will be called Montana, and it will be perfect.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN








A NOTE ON SOURCES


The Crazies is a work of nonfiction. The thoughts and feelings attributed to the people in this book are drawn from their own words. In addition to interviews conducted over the course of nearly five years of reporting, I relied on transcripts and recordings of court hearings, public meetings, county commission hearings, Public Service Commission work sessions and hearings, and well over a thousand pages of court filings. Other sources include letters and email exchanges released through Freedom of Information Act requests, interviews with media outlets, and social media posts.






PREFACE


This story began on the ruins of an old hot-springs resort in the mountains of Montana.

Or maybe it began forty-nine million years ago, when the earth’s crust turned itself inside out, its restless plates shifting and sliding, a volcanic arc spewing lava at the sky. The magma cooled and hardened into a forty-mile chunk of igneous rock. Eons passed. The world was hot, then it was cold. Slow-moving glaciers scooped out cirques and valleys, carving the rock into ridges. Millennia of ice and wind whittled those ridges into thirty-odd jagged peaks. Locals call them the Crazies.

The Crazies towered over wind-raked tundra where the first Americans chipped stones into spear points. They towered over shimmering grasslands where the Crow people hunted bison. Their frozen peaks shone through the summer haze as pioneers trundled along the Bozeman Trail in covered wagons, drawn west by dreams of gold. Now they look down on rangelands dotted with cattle and sheep.

It can seem like a mirage, this island of mountains rising from a sea of rolling hills. Your eye travels from the banks of the Yellowstone River to gray-green and gold-brown foothills as neatly humped as the model scenery on a child’s train table, then sharply upward to the Crazies’ splintery snow-frosted pinnacles, a chiaroscuro vision in pure white and midnight blue. People from the nearby town of Big Timber sometimes pull over on the frontage road that runs alongside the train tracks to take pictures of the Crazies at sunset or sunrise, or under a full moon. Those posts always get a lot of likes on the Big Timber Buzz, the community Facebook page.

The Crazies stand in magnificent isolation from the landscape they dominate, set apart by topography and by deed. The mountain range is as splendid as any national park, but for the most part it’s private property. Crazy Peak, the loftiest of them all, is privately owned. So is Conical Peak, and Granite Peak and Kid Royal. The owners of those mountains are among the richest people in America.

The hot springs were part of a forty-four-thousand-acre mountain ranch owned by Russell Gordy, a Texas oil and gas billionaire. It was late spring in 2017 and I was writing a profile of Mr. Gordy and his $96 million collection of trophy ranches for the Wall Street Journal. Gordy owned so many ranches that he couldn’t keep track of them all. There was a big ranch in East Texas, and a bigger one in South Texas. He had an eighty-thousand-acre spread in Wyoming, and a place in Colorado that he never visited—“It’s a beautiful ranch, but I already got a bunch of gorgeous places.” Later in our conversation, Gordy remembered that he owned a second ranch in Wyoming. He went goose hunting there sometimes.

Gordy’s Montana ranch, some fifteen miles west of Big Timber, would be my first stop on a limited tour of his domain. He bought it in 2002 for over $40 million, a state record at the time. It was very windy that day; I had to borrow a hat to keep the hair out of my face. I’d learn that Big Timber is one of windiest places in the country. Wind, like water, flows faster downhill: the steeper the hill, the harder it blows. Big Timber is wedged between some very steep hills. Winds speed up as they’re funneled through the Absaroka-Beartooth Range to the south. Chinooks from the west, honed by the sharp-toothed Crazies, double and redouble in force as they pour down the mountains’ eastern slopes. It’s a phenomenon called mountain gap wind, and Big Timber gets it from both ends. Crosswinds regularly hit gale-force speeds, nudging semitrucks sideways on Interstate 90 before shutting it down altogether. When the town makes the news, it’s usually in the form of a high-wind advisory.

Gordy picked me up at my hotel in a muddy Land Rover. Tall, with a neatly trimmed gray beard, he wore shorts, a baseball hat, and a fly-fishing vest. He pointed out the sights as he drove. “You’re on the ranch now. That’s a buffalo jump rock—the Indians used to herd them off a cliff. That’s the Yellowstone River—my boundary line.” He turned onto a narrow, unpaved road that wound along a sandstone cliff. Prisoners from the state penitentiary in Deer Lodge had blasted the road in 1913; you could see scoring marks left by the sticks of dynamite they’d used on the cliff walls.

“I always tell folks that I live on Convict Grade Road in the Crazy Mountains,” Gordy said with a grin, rocks spraying from the tires as we sped toward his $15 million lodge. A herd of startled pronghorns sprinted past. Gordy loves to hunt—elk, deer, grizzly bears. The antelope didn’t get a rise out of him. “I could lean out my window and shoot one,” he said. Gordy much preferred to hunt Hungarian partridges on his Montana ranch. The birds were delicious, he told me. “I like ’em fresh.”

He pulled over at a creek wreathed in white steam. We got out of the Land Rover, the wind tearing at the pages of my notebook. Cows ranged across the rolling hills, a rumpled carpet shaken out at the mountains’ feet under a heavy white sky. All that remained of the Mission-style hotel that once stood at the springs was a crumbling stone wall. A small blue above-ground pool with a ladder, the kind you see in suburban backyards, sat incongruously amid the sagebrush and cow pies.

“We were going to build a boutique hotel here,” Gordy said, leaning hard on the first syllable in boutique. But then he found out that the owner of a small ranch south of his boundary line had leased his land for a wind farm. Gordy grimaced at the prospect of towering windmills next door. He had made the rancher an offer, tried to buy him out. But the man was set on doing that wind farm. “It’s going to kill all the birds,” Gordy said grimly.

In the years that followed, I thought about Gordy and the nameless rancher across his border—his neighbor. “We have no neighbors,” Gordy had said during my visit, by way of describing the ranch’s expansiveness, its absolute privacy. And yet, somehow, this one had made an impression. I wondered who that rancher was.

I didn’t know that an epic story was unfolding in the Crazy Mountains, a story centuries in the making, with millionaires and billionaires, cattle barons and Crow warriors, prospectors and politicians, meat-packers and medicine men. It reached from the muck of Montana calving barns to the gleaming C-suites of Manhattan skyscrapers. It was a modern-day range war in a warming West—a fight for power in its most elemental form. It was a ghost story haunted by generations of dreamers and strivers, those drawn to the land and those who lost it, the dispossessed, the exiles. At its heart was an old cowboy in suspenders, and the all-American spectacle of neighbors suing each other.

Then I found out that my profile of Mr. Gordy had surfaced in the discovery for a lawsuit—the lawsuit to stop that cowboy from building Crazy Mountain Wind.






PROLOGUE


FEBRUARY 19, 2019

LIVINGSTON, MONTANA

Montana’s Sixth Judicial District Court sits on a quiet street in Livingston, some thirty miles west of Big Timber. The court, which has jurisdiction over cases in Sweet Grass and Park counties, occupies the footprint of the city’s first courthouse, an imposing brick pile erected in 1896 as the last prairie schooners trundled through Yellowstone country. Livingston’s fortress of justice was razed in the 1970s and replaced by a low-slung Ford-era box of pebbly gray concrete with smoked glass windows. Its best architectural feature is the free street parking. It’s hard to imagine a less picturesque setting for the three-day showdown that was about to begin at high noon one gray winter day.

It had been brutally cold, the coldest February on record, with sub-zero temperatures in the double digits and gusting snow. But the first day of the hearing dawned clear, and it was a balmy eight degrees Fahrenheit as the plaintiffs and the defendants in the case of Diana’s Great Idea et al. v. Crazy Mountain Wind et al. parked their battered pickup trucks, gleaming Escalades, and F-450 Super Duty Lariats on East Callender Street. They picked their way across the ice and frozen snowdrifts, stepped inside the county building’s skylit lobby, and filed up the stairs to a courtroom painted the bright blue of a child’s drawing of the sky.

Like guests at a wedding, they arranged themselves on opposite sides of the aisle; defendants to the right, plaintiffs to the left. Every time the heavy wooden doors to the courtroom swung open, people twisted in their seats to see who had arrived. Sometimes a newcomer would sit down, look around, realize they had picked the wrong side, and quickly scoot across the aisle.

Rick Jarrett removed his wool hat as he entered the courtroom, patting down his hair. His belly was round, his beard unruly. Rick had taken care with his appearance that morning. He wore a Western shirt with all its buttons, a leather vest, and clean, pressed jeans, secured with his good suspenders. There was a hitch to his step as he made his way to a royal blue bench a few rows from the front. Rick, sixty-eight, had been recently diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.

The cows were calving. Rick was out at all hours in the biting wind at this time of year, pulling calves and hustling the slick newborns into the warmth of the calving shed to dry off and suck before they froze to death. But lately, he had turned over more of this work to his daughter, Jami, and her companion, Harv. He was getting old too quickly, it seemed. He hoped the kids would be able to take over the ranch someday, buy him out so he could retire.

His land was worth millions, but Rick Jarrett was not a wealthy man. No IRA, no savings account. He drove a thirty-year-old Cadillac with a broken headlight, kicked out by one of his cows. Land rich, cash poor, that’s how it was. The cows couldn’t pay the bills anymore, which was why Rick had been fighting for fifteen years to get some wind development on his ground. A few years back, he mortgaged the ranch’s two thousand acres for close to a million dollars. If Crazy Mountain Wind didn’t get built, there might not be a goddamn ranch to pass on.

Four generations back, Rick’s ancestor Cyrus B. Mendenhall might have rolled over the very ground where the courthouse now stood in his ox-drawn wagon on his way to the Montana goldfields. Like his great-great-grandfather, Rick Jarrett was an enterprising fellow with grit and ingenuity, determined to claim his share of Montana’s rich resources. The wind that flowed over Rick’s land was his treasure—a valuable crop ripe for harvest.

Wind turbines would scoop gold from the air, turning slashing westerlies into electricity that would power Big Timber and rain down money on Rick Jarrett and his kin. With his share of the profits from Crazy Mountain Wind, Rick could pay his debts, gift the ranch to his kids, and retire, secure in the knowledge that the place would be there for his grandchildren. The wind would provide for them all.

In the front row, Rick’s neighbors Jan and Karen Engwis looked the other way as he settled on a seat across the aisle. Jan owned a 5,500-acre ranch on the Yellowstone where he ran a small herd of Black Angus cows and grew alfalfa. A former cop who made his fortune in the rock-blasting business, he saw it as his duty to preserve and protect his piece of Montana’s sagebrush Eden from Rick Jarrett’s obsessive wind development efforts. Jan grew up in Midland, Michigan, home of the Dow Chemical Company. Maybe people who grew up in Big Timber stopped noticing its natural beauty and open vistas. Maybe they’d been there too long.

The Engwises greeted David and Diana Chesnoff, who owned a two-hundred-acre ranch just east of theirs. The Chesnoffs had flown in from Las Vegas for the hearing. A criminal defense attorney, David was as much a celebrity in some circles as the pop stars, poker players, and mobsters he defended. Montana was his place to relax and enjoy the beauty, to get away from the work he did, because what he did was pretty stressful.

But not today. David was dressed for court in a tailored dark suit. The other wealthy litigants wore jeans, including Diana, who had paired her skinny denims with wedge-heeled Chanel snow boots. The Chesnoffs positioned themselves directly behind the table where the plaintiffs’ team of lawyers would sit, the better to pass them notes, as David would do throughout the three-day hearing. Diana did not remove her oversized sunglasses.

Russell Gordy hunkered down on a pew at the back of the courtroom. He was sixty-eight, same age as Rick Jarrett, but he wore his years more lightly. February wasn’t ordinarily a month you’d find Gordy in Montana. You might find him hunting quail at La Ceniza, his sprawling ranch in South Texas, or at one of his ski homes in Utah’s Deer Valley. Or maybe you’d find him sea fishing for tarpon at the oceanfront retreat in the Bahamas that he bought as a surprise birthday gift for his wife, Glenda, who was more of a beach person. In any event, Gordy was due back in Houston on Friday, when he and Glenda would be honored at a black-tie gala. The Gordys had given $5 million to endow a new three-theater complex—The Gordy. There would be toasts and video tributes, and a three-course banquet served under trellises of tulip magnolias.

But first, there was this court deal to get through. Gordy had never met Rick Jarrett. But the prospect of Jarrett’s giant windmills had loomed like a blight over Gordy’s Montana ranch for well over a decade. It was a beautiful piece of land, a small kingdom that stretched from the Yellowstone River to the Crazy Mountains. Gordy just loved the place.

Alfred Anderson entered the courtroom with his granddaughter and looked around for Rick, his business partner and codefendant. Alfred was eighty-seven and he didn’t see so good, particularly at night, so his granddaughter would drive him home after the hearing. He’d gotten up at dawn to chop up the ice on the cows’ frozen water tanks and throw square bales of hay to the buck sheep, and he still wore his square-toed work boots. Alfred found a seat near Rick and settled beneath the gaze of past Sixth District Court justices, whose black-and-white photographs lined the walls. Although Alfred had come to the courthouse to pay his taxes and serve his jury duty over the years, he had never been involved in a legal proceeding before. It didn’t sit right. You should be able to do what you wanted to do with your land, Alfred thought. It was a free country.

Rick did not share his old friend’s uneasiness. He was glad to finally take the fight to these neighbors of his. “The Oligarchs,” his lawyer called them. They wanted to stop Rick from harvesting his million-dollar wind. They wanted to control what he did on his land. Well, Rick Jarrett knew his goddamn property rights. All right, he thought, eyes shining as he surveyed the courtroom. Let’s start this son of a bitch.






 1  RANCHING IT



February 20, 2019

Park County Courthouse

Livingston, Montana




	RICHARD JARRETT, having first been duly sworn, testified as follows:

	Q: Mr. Jarrett, did you decide to lease your ground to Crazy Mountain Wind?

	MR. JARRETT: I did.

	Q: Okay. And can you tell the Court why?

	MR. JARRETT: It’s tough to make a ranch, by itself, make ends meet.



Big Timber, Montana, population 1,650, is a railroad town. Like many small Western towns, it exists because someone put his thumb on a map and decided it would make a good spot for a train station. The Northern Pacific Railway Company laid track through the area in 1882, tracing the route of the Lewis and Clark Expedition along the Yellowstone. A year later, a railway surveyor platted a site at a bend in the Yellowstone for a town to go with those train tracks, and named it for the tall cottonwood trees that Captain William Clark had noted in his journal.

Big Timber’s rail yard forms the top line of the town grid: twelve principal streets crisscrossed by nine numbered avenues. Turn-of-the-century buildings of rough-edged sandstone and weathered brick line its tiny business district; modest mid-century bungalows and carports dot its cross streets. The town’s central axis is McLeod Street, a broad thoroughfare that dead-ends in the train tracks and a spectacular view of the Crazies.

When Big Timber was the wool capital of the world, a river of sheep flowed down McLeod Street every September, trotting back from summer grazing leaseholds in the mountains past the saloon of the redbrick Grand Hotel. The Grand still anchors McLeod Street, one of the few old buildings to survive the great fire that incinerated a third of the town in 1908. It sits opposite Cole Drug, Little Timber Quilts & Candy, and the Timber Bar, whose neon lumberjack lights up, red-faced, when the sun goes down. Many of the old storefronts are empty now. It’s been more than a decade since anyone played pool at the Madhatter Saloon. Big Timber doesn’t get as many visitors as the larger city of Livingston to its west, or the rodeo town of Red Lodge to its south. Mostly, it’s a place you pass through on your way to Bozeman or Billings.

But it’s a picturesque old town, with a weekly summer rodeo, huckleberry milkshakes, and some of the best fly-fishing in the state. Every summer, the Grand’s fourteen rooms fill up and the Sorry sign switches on, in loopy neon cursive, at the Lazy J Motel. All through the night, guests hear the whistle of Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) freight trains hurtling past town. Each train stretches a mile or more, a conga line of hoppers, boxcars, tankers, and gondolas loaded with coal, crude oil, plastics, and fertilizers. The sound of the heavy cars juddering over the train tracks fills the quiet streets for a minute or more, when the wind doesn’t drown it out.

The wind touches every aspect of life in Big Timber. It rattles plate-glass windows in their frames on McLeod Street, where tourists shop for T-shirts and tractor caps at Gusts department store and the old-timers gossip over coffee at Cole Drug. Golden eagles and red-tailed hawks use it to hunt, catching a gust as it bounces off a ridge and surfing it like a wave as they scope the prairie dog towns below. Townies joke about the wind, the way it will pluck the dollars from your hand and steal the lawn chairs from your yard. The uninitiated have been locked out of their vehicles when the wind slammed shut car doors left carelessly open.

But for cattle and sheep ranchers, the wind is an affliction. It sucks every drop of moisture from the soil, tosses thousand-pound bales of hay across pastures like tumbleweed, whips up brushfires into blazes that can consume thousands of acres in a night. Most people in Big Timber learn to live with the wind. Rick Jarrett sought his fortune in it.

Rick was a rancher. He never had the imagination to be anything else, he said. His people had ranched in Big Timber since 1882—cattle first, then sheep, then cattle and some sheep. Any Montanan who makes his living off livestock will tell you that what he really does is raise grass. Rick raised fields of alfalfa and orchard grass and timothy hay and forage winter wheat, to be cut and baled for the long winters. When spring came in April or May, he’d turn the calves and the mother cows out on fresh green grass. Everything came in cycles on a ranch, just as it had for Rick’s grandparents and his great-grandparents.

Being a rancher meant knowing how to do things. How to brand a calf, dock a lamb, break a colt. Mending a barbed-wire fence, cleaning out a clogged irrigation ditch so the water could flow clear and cold to your hay fields, knowing when to cut the hay and how many days to let it cure in the sun before you baled it—those were essential skills, along with a basic grasp of cattle futures, soil science, and veterinary medicine. You preg-checked your cows by sticking your arm up the rectum and giving a squeeze. If a calf got stuck in a heifer’s birth canal, you’d loop a chain over its fetlock and slowly tug it free. Then you’d get some suture thread from the floor of your truck and stitch up the torn mother cow.

Not every calf lived, not every heifer survived. You saw a lot of death on the ranch. So you adapted. You’d skin the dead calf, then tie its pelt to the orphan, fooling the bereaved bovine into suckling it like it was her own.

It took a lifetime to acquire such knowledge. Rick could kill a rattlesnake with a rock or a rein, drive a fence post, cook beef goulash. If it busted, he fixed it. Rick always had a bit of wire or baling twine on hand if a gate didn’t hook right or his suspenders snapped under the strain. When his tractor sputtered or the muffler fell off his 1987 Cadillac Brougham, he’d scavenge a spare part from one of the many junked vehicles that dotted his land. To be a rancher was to be a master of the work-around—to make do with what you had and get on with it. This was called ranching it. The corollary to ranching it was that your ranch looked like shit, because you never threw anything away. Rick’s ranch was an open-air museum of historic farm machinery in various stages of decay, with the serrated white and blue peaks of the Crazy Mountains for a backdrop. He called it the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company.

Rick’s connection to the place was earthy, sweat-stained, prideful. He took pride in the grass crops he grew on the land, pride in the cattle and sheep it sustained. The land gave him independence. He had the freedom to do what he wanted with it, to manage it how he saw fit, and that was more valuable to him than whatever he earned from it. Not everyone could find happiness in this life, one of punishing physical labor without much money or time off. But ranching suited Rick Jarrett. It wasn’t a hard life if you’d never done anything else.

One July afternoon, Rick took me on a tour of his hayfields in his side-by-side—an open-sided, two-seat Yamaha Rhino built for rough terrain, like a Hummer crossed with a golf cart. Ten minutes earlier, over coffee at his kitchen table, Rick had seemed listless, his hazel-green eyes dull. I was asking him questions about the past and there were gaps in his memory. “I’m not exactly able to recall stuff,” he said.

Now, at the wheel of his side-by-side, jolting across his domain at twenty miles per hour, Rick straightened and brightened like a cut plant dropped in a glass of water. We passed low fields of alfalfa sprouting tendrils of clustered purple flowers, and timothy hay whose nubby plumes nodded back and forth with the wind. The cows and their calves had moved to a summer grazing lease up on the Boulder River. Rick seemed infused with vitality by the sight of all the green things shooting up from his earth, their juicy vegetal fragrances mingling with the smell of warm dirt and sage crushed under the wheels of the Rhino.

“Holy shit, this is good!” he said as we drove through a pasture of orchard grass and smooth brome, so tall and lush that it completely concealed a startled deer, which leaped sideways and bounded away, vanishing again in the ocean of grass. “This’ll be cut for hay, this is way too good to graze. Goddamn, holy shit. It’s beautiful,” he exulted. “Isn’t it something? Isn’t it goddamn something?”



Rick was born in 1950 on land that his great-grandfather Ralph Jarrett, the son of homesteaders, bought in 1908. The ranch sits in the foothills of the Crazy Mountains on Duck Creek, which winds through its sandstone bluffs under a canopy of silvery-leaved cottonwoods and golden willows, fringed with chokecherry bushes heavy with purple-red berries that generations of Jarrett women boiled into syrups and jams. Duck Creek is both the spine of the ranch and its main artery, gushing with fresh snowmelt from the Crazies every spring. The Jarretts rely on the mountain snowpack for water to irrigate their hayfields and water their livestock. Their rights to that water date back to Big Timber’s earliest days.

In Montana, owning land doesn’t confer ownership of the water that flows through it, the rivers, creeks, and streams. Ranchers must own a deeded right to draw that water, and the amount they can draw is measured to the inch. Those with the oldest recorded water rights have priority—“first in time is first in right,” or so the doctrine goes. The Jarretts’ deeded water rights are older than many of the higher-elevation mountain ranches above theirs—the trophy ranches with the best views—because their land was homesteaded first, in the 1880s. The growing season is longer in the valleys, the land more productive, which once made it more valuable. They were practical in the old days, Rick said. Today, people valued the scenery more.

Rick grew up in a farmhouse with a Northern Pacific boxcar pushed up against one side of it that had been repurposed as living space for his grandparents. He was the youngest of four boys. A fifth brother, Donald, died in his crib in 1941 at the age of six months. An old photograph shows the four surviving Jarrett brothers in a row, tallest to smallest: Billy, Ron, Ray, and Rick, a grinning, tow-headed toddler. The boys are dressed in Western shirts with pearly snaps sewn by their mother, Betty, who has wetted down their hair and brushed it neatly to the side. Rick’s father, Bob, whippet-thin, his face shadowed by a white hat with a high, narrow crown—a gentleman’s hat, for special occasions—smiles down at his sons from the top of the line.

Bob Jarrett was a sheep man; he didn’t give a shit about cattle. He ran two thousand mother ewes on a ranch that sprawled across both sides of the Yellowstone River, some eight thousand acres in all. Rick’s mother, Betty, was a Halverson, the granddaughter of the Norwegian sheep rancher who built the Grand Hotel. She was small enough to sit on a child’s chair, with a short temper to match. They fought a lot, Rick’s dad and mom. Ranch life could be hard on a woman.

From the time he was five years old, Rick went everywhere with Bob, one small hand tucked in his father’s hip pocket. He tagged along when Bob irrigated the fields and tossed square bales to the sheep and drove the 1950 Studebaker truck high up Mendenhall Creek with provisions for the sheepherder, an old Norwegian who spent winters there in a humpbacked aluminum wagon with a sleeping bunk and a potbellied stove. The sheepherder would make them coffee on the stove, boiling the water with the grounds, maybe cut up some salt mutton. Rick sipped his coffee from a tin cup and felt like one of the men.

In the late winter, they sheared the sheep and Rick helped tromp the wool, stomping the gritty balls of fleece down into sacks with his feet. The Jarretts brought the year’s clip to the wool house, a brick warehouse at the railroad depot near the stockyards, where the sacks were weighed and numbered and piled up to the rafters. The younger, spryer ranch hands clambered up the towering bales of wool to scrawl their names—and the occasional bit of smutty graffiti—on the warehouse’s brick walls with the fat, ink-filled tubes they used to label the sacks. The names reached all the way to the wooden rafters, which had been salvaged from an older wool house that burned down in one of the fires that swept through Big Timber on a regular basis in the old days. All it took was a few sparks from a passing locomotive and a gust of wind to fan them into a blaze. The Northern Pacific Railway rebuilt the wool house in the 1880s, then built it again. Then built it twice more.

The town was busier, livelier, when Rick was a boy. Big Timber had a movie theater and a bowling alley, five churches, and five bars. Bob Jarrett would head for one of those bars, his little boy’s hand tucked in his hip pocket, when he wanted to hire a sheepherder for the summer. Bars were a good place to find sheepherders, many of whom were drunks in the off-season. Bob rarely drank at home, but once he’d walked inside a bar and gotten himself settled, he could drink for a day and a night. He drank to get drunk; that’s just the way it was. “I was too little, sometimes,” Rick said, remembering. But somebody had to get the tough son of a bitch home.

From first grade through eighth grade, Rick and his brothers attended a one-room schoolhouse on Duck Creek with robin’s-egg blue wainscoting and a Braumuller upright piano shipped by rail from New York City. The schoolhouse sat on the lower end of the Jarretts’ ranch near the county road, which had once been a stagecoach road, and a Pony Express route before that. Rick rode his horse to school, stabling him in an ancient barn, a relic of the saloon that once stood at the stagecoach stop. The Jarrett boys nailed a basketball hoop under its eaves. Over the years, the barn slowly crumpled to the ground, its weathered gray boards folding and splaying like a pack of splintery playing cards, till only the rusted basketball hoop remained upright.

On summer days, Rick rode over to the Plunge at Hunter’s Hot Springs—a giant concrete-bottomed pool fed by natural hot and cold springs a few miles east of the ranch. The springs were once owned by Rick’s Great-Great-Grandfather Mendenhall, part of a spa resort. The hotel burned to the ground in 1932 but the Plunge survived. A local couple put a steel Quonset hut over it and charged thirty-five cents a swim, with bathing suits for rent.

At Sweet Grass High School, Rick joined the Future Farmers of America and played linebacker on the football team, the Sweet Grass Sheepherders. By senior year, he was going steady with Susan Davis, who had smooth, dark hair that flipped up at the ends and an assured, wide-set gaze framed by a pair of thick-rimmed glasses. Susan was smart—she and Rick were in the National Honor Society together—and she was bound for the University of Montana after graduation. At the senior prom, Rick and Susan danced to music by a local band called the Tijuana Trash. The theme was “A Taste of Honey.”

The Jarrett–Davis wedding was announced in the Big Timber Pioneer that July. The ceremony was held without delay, as soon as the eighteen-year-old groom had returned from driving the sheep to the Jarretts’ summer leasehold in the alpine meadows of the Absaroka National Forest, Hellroaring division. The bride, who kept her glasses on beneath her silk illusion veil, wore an empire-waisted gown; she was pregnant with the couple’s first child, conceived the night of the Taste of Honey prom. Susan always believed that Rick got her pregnant on purpose, to keep her from leaving him. She’d never go to college.

Rick and Susan’s son, Jay, was born the winter of Rick’s freshman year at Montana State University in Bozeman. Susan cared for the baby while her young husband took classes on the care of sheep and swine, wool science, and soil fertility. He was in the second semester of his junior year when Betty called. It was late winter, just before the ewes started dropping their lambs, a grueling season. The pregnant ewes had to be fed, watered, and watched around the clock in the battering winds gusting off the Crazies. Betty told Rick that his father couldn’t manage another lambing season on his own and needed his help.

Susan had different memories of that time. Rick’s older brother Ron had moved back to the ranch with his wife by then, she recalled, and Rick was afraid that he’d be cut out. Rick wanted that ranch—he always had. He was just a few semesters away from completing his college degree, but after his mother’s call, Rick dropped his classes and went home. He paid $5,000 for a trailer house, twelve feet wide, and towed it next to the farmhouse with a tractor. He never left the ranch again, never looked back or considered what might have been. Rick and Susan’s second child, a daughter they named Jami, was born that September. Rick was twenty-one. “I was a happy boy,” he said.

Rick worked on the ranch alongside his father for the next four years. On September 15, 1975, Bob went into Big Timber. Mid-September was when the Jarretts sold their lambs, so Bob had money in his pockets. Most likely, he’d been drinking for hours by the time he got in his 1967 Ford and pulled onto the highway. A little past 9:00 p.m., his truck veered into the opposite lane and collided with a double-trailer truck hauling diesel fuel. The semi plowed Bob’s truck 150 feet down the highway before tipping over, fuel spilling from its ruptured tank. Bob was killed instantly. He was buried in Mountain View Cemetery a few days later, beneath a headstone carved with the jagged outline of the Crazies and a pair of soft-eyed ewes.



It’s a common misconception that ranches like Rick Jarrett’s are inherited, passed down from one generation to the next like family silver. They’re not. Before an agricultural property changes hands, the market value of the land, livestock, ranch buildings, and equipment are assessed so the family can arrive on a fair price. If the parents are alive, the adult children usually have to buy them out. Ranchers don’t have 401(k)s. Most spend their lives plowing every bit of money they have back into their agricultural operation. Their assets are the land and the livestock. If the kids want to take over, they have to pay their parents enough to retire on. Then it’s up to them to figure out how to divide the land among siblings, or come up with the cash to buy each other out.

Rick was twenty-five years old when he buried his father. Youngest sons rarely got the chance to take over the family ranch, but Rick’s older brothers had all left for more lucrative professions by then, like teaching high school and working for John Deere. Rick was the one who stayed. The brothers agreed that Rick would manage the ranch. But to claim title to the place, he’d have to buy out everyone in his family, starting with Bob’s mother, Edna Jarrett, who hadn’t been compensated for her ownership interest in the ranch at the time of his death. Paying off Grandma, that was Rick’s first headache. Then he had to take care of his mother, Betty.

The four Jarrett brothers formed a partnership and drafted a promissory note, agreeing to pay Betty a principal sum of $209,500 over the course of twenty years, with interest—an amount far below the fair market value of the ranch, which was assessed at $568,000 at the time. Betty, who gifted the difference in the ranch’s value to her sons, moved to town and went to work behind the lunch counter at Cole Drug.

For a time, Rick’s brothers shared in the ranch’s profits. Then they started breaking off pieces of land. Bill took an alpine parcel of land high on the Boulder River that generations of Jarretts had used as a stopping place for the sheep on their way to their summer grazing lease in the Absaroka Forest. At the time of Bob’s death, the Jarretts still owned nine hundred acres of land on the southern side of the Yellowstone, on Mendenhall Creek. That land was sold, which went a ways toward paying off Ray and Ron, though not completely.

By 1985, the ranch was down to about two thousand acres, a fraction of its original size. That’s the way it went with family ranches: they shrank with each generation. Rick ran several hundred head of Black Angus cows and kept a small herd of sheep. People weren’t eating as much lamb or wearing as much wool as they once did, and beef had a better profit margin. But Rick wasn’t earning enough on his cattle to make his payments to his mother, settle accounts with his brothers, and clear a profit, not even when beef prices were high.

The beef industry is dominated by a handful of multinational meat-packing giants, companies like Cargill, Tyson, and JBS, which set prices and control distribution. Beef prices are affected by everything from the weather and disease to geopolitics and export policies. Small ranches like the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company have no control over any of that stuff. Rick got one payday a year—the day he sold his calves. Then they became part of Big Ag. The meat-packers shipped them off to sprawling feedlots across the Midwest to bulk up on corn and other grains, to give the beef the marbling consumers expected. Then they were slaughtered, processed, packaged, and sold.

The buyers and packers were the pricemakers; cattlemen like Rick were the price takers. Options for increasing his profit margin were limited. You couldn’t starve money out of a cow by cutting its feed. You couldn’t increase the number of livestock you grazed without overtaxing the land. You could only grow so much grass, and in a dry year, you might not be able to grow enough to feed your herd. Then you’d have to buy feed or sell off your cows at a loss. Ranching was a starve-to-death industry, Rick reflected. The only people who were successful at it were those who came into it with a big enough cushion of cash not to care how much they lost.

Rick and Susan were good at being poor; they didn’t know any different. Susan drove a school bus and worked part time as a school clerk to bring in more money. She raised a small herd of goats and sold the offspring to kids for 4-H projects. Then she found a job in town, working for a financial planner. Once a month, the young ranch wives would get together to drink coffee and share their troubles. “We used to talk about what a myth the family ranch was—that it was this wonderful family thing,” Susan recalled. Family ranches were riven by jealousy and conflict; that was the truth. The Jarrett ranch was no different from any other. “Everybody fought everybody,” she said.

Susan described Rick as a controlling husband who could be abusive, slapping her or shoving her against a wall when he got mad. He was unfaithful—Susan was sure of it. “He’d take a cow to Billings at eight o’clock in the morning and not come home till six or seven at night,” she said. Selling a cow didn’t take that long. There was a strip joint off the highway to Billings called Shotgun Willies. Word got back to Susan that everyone at Shotgun Willies knew Rick by name.

Susan divorced Rick in 1992. Jami and Jay were both married by then—ranch kids marry young. Once the kids were gone, it was time for Susan to fly, was how Rick saw it. So, she flew. “She got tired of me,” he said. “She never really did feel a part of the ranch like she should.”

Susan got half the money they had in savings and investments. She didn’t ask for more than that, out of fear that the ranch would have to be sold to pay her divorce settlement. Despite everything she’d come to believe about the hollow myth of the family ranch, Susan wanted it to be there for Jay and Jami.

But Rick was struggling to hang on to the place even before the divorce. He confided his money troubles to a friend—Tim Owen, the financial advisor Susan had worked for. Owen would come out to the ranch and they’d shoot gophers together. Owen told Rick that if he wanted to keep ranching, he’d better find a partner. As it happened, he had someone in mind: his client Penelope Bell Hatten. Hatten, who originally hailed from Wayzata, Minnesota, was independently wealthy. Her great-grandfather James Ford Bell founded General Mills. Penny spent half the year in Bozeman, where she owned a stable and sat on the boards of various museums and schools. Apparently, she was interested in investing in a family cattle ranch.

For a wealthy person, owning an agricultural property can have certain financial advantages. A struggling cattle ranch makes a great tax write-off. But that was not what motivated Penny Hatten to buy a 50 percent stake in the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company, which she did shortly after she met Rick and decided she liked him. “It was never about making money; it was just about preserving some of the history of Montana,” Hatten told me. “It was about maintaining the integrity of a true ranch.”

Penny’s husband and son went hunting on the ranch sometimes, but that was pretty much it. She left the decisions about the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company up to Rick, which suited him just fine. She didn’t take any profits from the cattle operation, but she didn’t pour money into it, either. Her investment was a one-time influx of cash that enabled Rick to pay debts to his various family members and go on doing what he’d always done. But even though everything still looked the same, the ranch was transformed. On paper, Rick now owned just half of the place.

In between irrigating hayfields and tagging calves and worming sheep, he began exploring other ways to make money—to diversify. In 1995, he got married again, to a woman named Linda who worked at Big Timber’s assisted living facility. After Linda quit her job and moved into the farmhouse, Rick thought she could manage a new business venture he’d come up with: a game bird preserve for sportsmen. Rick raised the pheasants—“peasants,” he called them—in a pen. When a sportsman booked a day of bird hunting with his dogs, Rick would go into the pen with a butterfly net, catch a pheasant, and tuck its head under its wing, rocking it back and forth until it went to sleep. He’d repeat this process several times, planting the drowsy pheasants under tufts of sagebrush around the coulees and hills of his ranch. This proved time-consuming and not very profitable, and fizzled out after a few years, along with his second marriage. Linda never took to the peasants.



In the late fall of 2001, Rick was working in his machine shop by the barn when a shiny truck wended its way down the dirt road along Duck Creek. It was too clean to belong to a rancher. A man got out, shook Rick’s hand, and told him that he was a ranch broker. He worked with out-of-state clients who wanted to buy ranches. Had Rick ever thought of selling? He had a wealthy buyer who’d be interested in the place, willing to pay a lot of money.

Rick wasn’t surprised. Rich people—famous rich people, even—were nothing new in Big Timber. The place was like a Hollywood fantasy of the West. Gene Autry, Hollywood’s singing cowboy, bought a ranch just north of Big Timber in the 1940s and raised quarter horses there. In 1991, the Sundance Kid himself, Robert Redford, showed up in Big Timber to shoot A River Runs through It. Norman Maclean’s fly-fishing novella was set in Missoula, but Big Timber was a lot more photogenic.

Sleepy as the town was, you might spot Michael Keaton eating a hamburger at the Grand, or bump into Tom Brokaw signing his latest book at Cinnabar Creek, a giftshop on McLeod Street. Both men owned big ranches nearby, along with a lot of people you hadn’t heard of—big players from the worlds of finance, like David Leuschen, a private equity billionaire who bought an old dude ranch in the Crazies and turned it into a private playground for his family and friends.

Most of the year, these ranches were unoccupied, unless you counted the ranch managers, caretakers, cow bosses, and hired hands that maintained them. Then the summer would come, and with it, a stream of Learjets and Gulfstreams screeching low over the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company on their flight path into Big Timber’s tiny airport or Livingston’s slightly larger one.

Now it seemed that a millionaire had a hankering for Rick Jarrett’s land. Rick listened, stony-faced, as the ranch broker made his pitch. It wasn’t a long conversation. Rick was dedicated to keeping the ranch in one piece for his kids, so fuck no, he wasn’t interested in selling. He watched the man drive away in his shiny truck, and thought no more of it.

He had a new girlfriend by then, a dynamite lady named Karen. Unlike Linda and Susan, Karen was passionate about the ranching lifestyle. After she was laid off from her job as a hospital administrator, she traveled to Spain for an international conference on women and rural economic development. That’s where she learned about European farm holidays, and how people would pay good money to stay on farms and help pick olives or crush grapes. Once Karen got back to Big Timber, she and Rick sat down at the kitchen table and began planning a new business, hosting working-ranch vacations for paying guests. Tourists who wanted to get up close and personal with a genuine cow-calf outfit could do it right there, at the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company.

Rick and Karen converted an old engine room into a bunkhouse, cleaning out the hives that bees had built in its walls and hanging curtains on the windows. Their first official guests were Penny and her son Max, who visited during lambing. Max helped brand the newborn lambs with sheep paint and funneled ewe’s milk down the throats of the ones that were too weak to suck. “Lambing Camp,” Rick called it. Max got sheep paint on his new coat, but Penny didn’t seem to mind. After that, Rick and Karen put the word out to the state’s tourism board and invited travel writers to stay. Sunset magazine ran a glowing feature on the joys of reconnecting with one’s inner cowboy at the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company. Paying guests soon followed.

Rick took to the role of ranch host with gusto. He read in a travel magazine that you had to give your guests a truly memorable experience, something unique that they’d tell all their friends about, which is how he came up with the Tour. He’d drive new arrivals around the ranch in an old Suburban, pointing out the sights. At the climax of the Tour, he’d pause at the lip of a flat-topped hill overlooking the Yellowstone River, giving his passengers a moment to appreciate the view. Then he’d put the truck in gear and careen straight down the side. Sometimes, he’d pretend that his brakes had failed. A delighted teenage visitor compared the Tour to Disney World’s Tower of Terror.

Otherwise, the roster of recreational activities at the Crazy Mountain Cattle Company was pretty much whatever work needed doing. Bunkhouse guests trotted along on horseback while Rick moved cows from one pasture to another, pulled on hip-high waders to help flood-irrigate his fields, and squirted worming medicine into the mouths of his sheep. Sometimes, they got to watch him castrate a horse. Rick enjoyed his visitors, by and large. But it was a lot of work, saddling up horses and packing lunches and making sure there was half-and-half in his refrigerator for their morning coffee. Guests from Japan complained about dead flies in the bunkhouse.

One day in 2004, Rick was in his truck when a feature on wind farms came on the radio. There was a market for wind, the radio host said, and Montana had some of the best wind in the country. Montana’s winds blew hard and steady all winter long, providing a reliable form of renewable energy that could heat homes without the harmful carbon emissions that were heating up the planet. Rick snorted. He didn’t believe in climate change. Heat and drought came in cycles same as they always had; that was nothing new. Montana had always been a dry goddamn place. Scientists predicted all kinds of things. You had to let the ball bounce a couple of times before you saw where it was going to go.

But when Rick heard how much money these wind farms were earning for landowners who leased their ground for the turbines, he turned up the volume. Millions of dollars, for wind. Rick didn’t know what to believe about greenhouse gases, but he knew all about wind. The wind was a steady force that was always working against you. It dried up the soil something terrible. It took a cold day and made it even colder, turned a summer lightning strike into a brushfire that could destroy a season’s grass crop in a few hours. The sandstone hills of his ranch were honeycombed with holes carved by its relentlessness. The wind was as much a part of Rick’s legacy as the land itself. People were buying wind? Well, goddammit, he had wind to sell.






 2  THE TREASURE STATE



February 20, 2019

Park County Courthouse

Livingston, Montana




	RUSSELL GORDY, having first been duly sworn, testified as follows:

	Q: And you and your wife, you said you purchased a property called Hunter Hot Springs.

	MR. GORDY: That’s correct.

	Q: Can you tell the Court a little bit about that?

	MR. GORDY: Hunter Hot Springs was a resort from 1870 to 1932. It went through various hands. It was originally done by Dr. Hunter. It had several different hotels on it. The last hotel was a three-hundred-room hotel called the Dakota Hotel. It had the hot springs, a big spa. They had their own brewery, they had their own dairy. They had what they called a golf course. Yeah, it was quite a thing.



The first tourist to record his impressions of the Crazy Mountains was Captain William Clark, who passed through Rick Jarrett’s neighborhood, guided by Sacagawea, on July 17, 1806. The Corps of Discovery had split into two groups on its return from the Pacific Ocean. Meriwether Lewis headed up the Marias River, while Clark followed the Yellowstone River eastward. Sacagawea, an eighteen-year-old Shoshone woman, knew the Rochejhone from the seasonal buffalo hunts of her childhood, before she was kidnapped by enemy Hidatsa and then sold in a card game to Clark’s interpreter, Toussaint Charbonneau, a gonorrheal French-Canadian fur trader.

Clark was infused with newfound respect for his teenage pilot, the “Squar wife to Shabono,” who had brought his party safely across a mountain pass while wrangling her teething toddler. Now Sacagawea was leading Clark on an old buffalo road along the river, through grassy plains of wild rye, buffalo grass, and fragrant sweetgrass, with “a Strong sent like that of the Vinella after Dinner,” Clark noted. He took in the sandstone cliffs, the cottonwoods growing in the creek bottoms, “a large gangue of about 200 Elk and nearly as many Antilope also two white or Grey Bear.” Sacagawea pointed out a bark-covered fort used by Crow war parties, who dominated this part of the territory that Thomas Jefferson had recently acquired in the Louisiana Purchase. Jefferson’s deal with France had doubled the size of the new nation. Lewis and Clark’s mission was to explore the land and catalog its resources, to learn how they might be fully exploited.

It had rained hard the night before. Clark, who spent it huddled miserably under a buffalo skin, was still damp, and thus perhaps less enthralled by the future site of Big Timber than he might have been as his party rode their sore-footed horses across a ridge and through a low bottom, coming upon “a large Creek which heads in a high Snow toped Mountain to the N.W.”

The creek was Big Timber Creek; the “snow toped Mountain,” Crazy Peak. A mural painted on the cinder-block exterior of the Big T, the town supermarket, imagines the scene. Clark, in fringed buckskin and a Jackson Five–style applejack cap, clutches a rifle in one hand as he rides alongside Sacagawea, who wears her trademark long braids and a papoose. The sweetgrass tickles the horses’ knees, so we cannot see the “Mockersons made of green Buffalow Skin” that Clark has strapped to their suffering hooves. Swathed in a luxuriant blanket of snow, the Crazies tower above the travelers, a vision in pure white and blue. Perhaps that is how they struck Clark. In his diary, he described the Crazies as a singular entity, “a high rugid Mtn. on which is snow.”

Sacagawea’s route along the Yellowstone—geographical coordinates, course distances, and landmarks scrupulously recorded by Clark in his journal—would provide a road map for white trappers and fortune hunters, then railroad surveyors and settlers.

Fifty-eight years and one day after Clark’s ride-by, another traveler trudged past the Crazies on that old buffalo road—this time headed west, to the Montana goldfields. It was July 18, 1864. Andrew Jackson Hunter, Confederate Army surgeon and newly released prisoner of war, was on his way to the boomtown of Virginia City with his young wife, Susan, and their children. All the family’s possessions were heaped in an ox-drawn wagon under a canvas canopy: the family bible, a shotgun, a small sheet-iron stove. The day was clear; the peaks of the snowy mountains shimmered in the distance. They weren’t the Crazies yet. White people hadn’t been around long enough to name them.

The Montana Territory was in its infancy, created by an act of Congress and signed into law by Abraham Lincoln less than two months before. When the Hunters set off from Missouri, Montana was still part of the Idaho Territory. Large numbers of Southern secessionists—“seceshes” or “seshes,” Northerners called them—had been flooding into the territory since 1863, when prospectors struck gold in Alder Gulch, scooping up millions of dollars in glinting placer deposits from its sandy streambeds with their wooden dishes. Lincoln wanted to claim the territory and its treasure before the Confederacy did. The Civil War was raging and the Union needed the gold.

Dr. Hunter’s war had ended the summer before, after the Battle of Gettysburg, when he was swept up with the remnants of J. E. B. Stuart’s cavalry and imprisoned at Fortress Monroe. Lincoln’s Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction granted freedom to Confederate prisoners of war in exchange for an oath to uphold the Constitution, the Union, and the abolition of slavery. Hunter swore the oath and returned home to Missouri, where a general store and pharmacy he owned was promptly burned to the ground by Union sympathizers.

“So we found ourselves in a short time almost destitute; then we decided to go West,” Hunter’s wife, Susan, wrote in an unpublished memoir in 1912. Andrew Jackson Hunter would gamble his children’s lives on Montana and the “bright hopes of winning fortune in gold mines.” The Hunters and three small children, each named for a hero of the Confederacy, fell in with John Bozeman’s wagon train somewhere in Wyoming’s Tongue River Valley. A prospector turned guide, Bozeman was charging five dollars per wagon to lead emigrants through Indian territory to Montana’s fields of gold.



The history of the land we call Montana stretches back to the beginning of human habitation in the Americas. The history of Montana the Treasure State sits lightly atop it. It’s a short story driven by a simple plot line: the rush to grab up the land’s wealth of natural resources before the next guy got there. The first chapters are all about various forms of extraction—animal, vegetable, mineral—serial tales of precious commodities and the boom-and-bust cycles they spawned. Consider Montana’s state motto, emblazoned on its seal: Oro y Plata. Gold and Silver.

They came in waves. The fur trappers who all but wiped out the beaver population feeding the craze for beaver hats. The prospectors who blasted the hillsides for flakes of gold dust, burying valleys and streams in slurry. The buffalo hunters who slaughtered millions of bison for their hides, leaving behind mountains of skulls to be ground for fertilizer. The cattlemen who packed the grasslands with cows until the grass was gone. The copper kings who split open the earth with their glory holes and poisoned the air and the water with their smelters.

“Montana’s growth, in one sense, has been a series of traumas,” K. Ross Toole wrote in his indispensable history, Montana: An Uncommon Land. “There is little or nothing moderate about the story of Montana. It has ricocheted violently down the corridor of possibilities. What is good in reasonable measure is often bad in full measure, and Montana has been a place of full measure.”

But a second theme emerges, a counterpoint to the materialist imperative that drove the invention of the Treasure State, and that is the deep emotional pull of the land itself. From the very beginning of the Crazies’ many histories, recorded and unrecorded, the landscape’s surpassing majesty has exerted a raw power that played on people’s higher sensibilities, inspiring them with awe and terror, a sense of the divine. It wasn’t long before the newcomers realized that there was value in that, too.

Now, as he forded the Yellowstone, driving his oxen against the current, Dr. Hunter was about to stumble down a new corridor of possibilities. The prospect was splendid: an open valley with miles of waving grass, guarded at the north by the Crazies’ jagged palisade. A bright stream tumbled down from the mountains—Duck Creek, though it wasn’t called that yet. Once the wagons had rattled their way atop the bluffs on the river’s northern banks, Hunter’s train struck camp. Susan gathered buffalo chips and clumps of sagebrush to fuel her stove, and the doctor shouldered his gun and went off in search of dinner. Pronghorns sprang up out of the high grass, bounding upland. Trudging after them, Hunter saw smoke wafting from a dip in the hills. He followed the smoke to its source—a hot springs, where a village of Crow Indians was encamped.

Hunter was in the heart of Crow Country, a 38,531,174-acre expanse granted to the Apsáalooke nation by the 1851 Fort Laramie treaty. The Crow, or Apsáalooke, were allies. They provided logistical support to the Union in its ongoing conflict with the Sioux and Cheyenne—their longtime enemies—and gave safe passage to white travelers. The Crow had visited the hot springs for centuries. They brought their old and sick to bathe and drink the waters, and treated sore-backed horses there. That summer, there had been many white visitors at the hot springs. The steaming thermal brooks and pools would become a landmark on the Bozeman Trail. People on a wagon train that passed through the month before Hunter’s had the bright idea of washing their odiferous clothes in the boiling water they saw bubbling up from the ground.

But Hunter was the first white man to look at the springs and see money. He was a man of science, after all, aware of the latest medical trends. Back East, water cures were all the rage with well-to-do people. Hydropathy regimes—plunges in cold baths and hot baths of mineral-rich water—were embraced as the cure for everything from rheumatism and gout to insanity. It was one of America’s first wellness fads. The spa towns that sprouted up around these natural hot springs were the nineteenth-century forerunners of Canyon Ranch and Miraval, catering to a wealthy, health-obsessed clientele. Before the war, Dr. Hunter had spent time in Hot Springs, Arkansas, a dusty backwater that burgeoned into a prosperous resort town in the space of a few decades.

As he beheld the steaming springs and sniffed their sulfurous tang—keeping a safe remove from the locals—Hunter resolved that if any white man should become possessed of these healing fountains, he himself should be that man. “He knew their value,” Susan wrote. “But we could not stop there on account of savage Indians.”

Hunter spent the next seven years in a fruitless quest for pay dirt, dragging his family from one mining camp to the next—Virginia City, Last Chance Gulch, Diamond City, Confederate Gulch—and staking one bad claim after another. Having strained out every particle of gold from the streams, prospectors were building flumes and using giant rawhide water hoses to power-wash the hillsides, tearing away trees and grass and topsoil and then feeding the runoff through sluice boxes—a process called hydraulicking. Hunter never found so much as a flake.

In 1871, the doctor threw in his dish, abandoned his worthless claims, and returned to the Crazies to claim squatter’s rights to the place he was already thinking of as Nature’s Sanatorium. The springs were no longer Crow territory by then. All Apsáalooke ancestral lands north of the Yellowstone—including the hot springs and the Crazy Mountains—had been stripped from the tribe by a new treaty.



In the winter of 1867, some twenty Apsáalooke chiefs left their hunting grounds on the Yellowstone at the government’s request and traveled to Fort Laramie, an army outpost in the Dakota Territory, though doing so involved crossing enemy territory controlled by the Sioux.

“When I return, I expect to lose half of my horses on the way,” Chief Bear Tooth said with bitter humor before launching into a litany of the abuses committed by the tribe’s white allies. Crow Country had become overrun with silver and gold prospectors, trappers, and wolfers. These trespassers committed random acts of violence against Crow people. They devastated the elk, deer, and bison herds. “They do not kill them to eat them; they leave them to rot where they fall,” Bear Tooth said. “All the old chiefs of former days, our ancestors, our grandfathers, our grandmothers, often said to us: ‘Be friends with the white faces, for they are powerful!’ We, their children, have obeyed, and see what has happened.”

But a few months later, in April 1868, the Crow chiefs reluctantly signed a new treaty with the white faces. They agreed to surrender seventy million acres of territory in exchange for annuity payments, goods, and foodstuffs. The treaty, which affirmed tribal control over prime hunting grounds on both sides of the Yellowstone, marked the establishment of the first Crow reservation.

“The country across the river, where you go to hunt buffalo, the treaty says, you can go to while the buffalo are there; but when the game is gone away from there that is all to be the white man’s land,” a US envoy named Felix Brunot would clarify, five years after the treaty signing. Crow Country without buffalo—the idea was once inconceivable. But the bison were vanishing from the shrinking territory that remained to the Apsáalooke.

Bolts of calico, tin kettles, socks, and sacks of sugar and coffee were distributed at Fort Parker, a cottonwood log stockade that served as the headquarters for the newly established reservation, called Crow Agency. The fort was about ten miles east of the hot springs. Crow bands spent the winter encamped at the springs, as they had for centuries, visiting Fort Parker to collect annuity goods and to sell tanned bison hides to white traders—a source of income that had become essential to their survival, even as it contributed to the decimation of the herds that once sustained them.



Dr. Hunter dammed a hot-water creek that gushed from the earth at 148 degrees Fahrenheit at its juncture with a cold stream, creating a large pool of warm water suitable for a medicinal bath. On their first visit to the springs in July 1871, Susan and the children spent a day pouring buckets of boiling water into snake holes and killing the serpents as they slithered out. Hunter hired a contractor to build bathhouses from the sawn lumber he’d paid to have hauled out to the springs at great expense, and planted a few acres of potatoes, crop production being a requirement for claiming the land. The first guests at his natural sanatorium arrived in the fall of 1873, a wagonload of sick men transported to the springs by Dr. Hunter himself, who had been the lowest bidder for a contract to care for the county’s indigent sick.

Whatever their feelings about the white interlopers who had claimed the hot springs as their private property, the Apsáalooke looked out for the Hunters and seemed to view the family’s safety as a tribal responsibility. The Hunters were tending their potatoes one spring day when the Mountain Crow chief Iron Bull, a longtime scout for the US Army, appeared. He insisted that Dr. Hunter load his wife and children in their wagon and travel with him some distance, to be his guests at a sun dance—for good luck, he said. In fact, hostile Piegan Blackfeet were in the valley, and Iron Bull wanted to remove the white family from harm’s way.

From then on, the Hunters planned their visits by the Apsáalooke calendar, staying away in the summer, when the Crow followed the bison herds across the plains, and returning in the late fall, when they set up winter camp at the hot springs and prepared their bison hides. “If anything happened to us they would be blamed. So they were a sort of protection for us,” wrote Susan, who had no fondness for her protectors. “We were insulted on every turn we made by the Bucks,” she harrumphed. “I or the children dare not go out without the men being with us, for they had no idea of virtue.”

But nothing was more savage than the environment itself. Death could take many forms in the Crazies: a murderous blizzard on a spring day; the treacherous currents of the Yellowstone, in which Thomas Stonewall Jackson Hunter drowned at the age of eleven; the gust of wind that flipped the hay wagon Susan was riding in with her daughters, killing four-year-old Emma Sidney Johnston and crippling her older sister. And yet, the grandeur of the Crazy Mountains—“so grand, you cannot describe it”—never palled. “Many has been the days that I just drank in beauty of the scene before me,” Susan wrote.

Wealthy tourists began finding their way to the Crazies, lured by many of the same things that would draw trophy ranch buyers at the turn of the twenty-first century: the dramatic landscape, the big game, the promise of adventure. “To the north and east the blue cloudy heights of ‘Crazy Woman’ Range swam and trembled in the haze,” the Anglo-Irish aristocrat Windham Wyndham-Quin, the fourth Earl of Dunraven, wrote in The Great Divide: Travels in the Upper Yellowstone in the Summer of 1874, in which he recounts killing great numbers of bison and elk with a guide named Texas Jack.

The earl’s visit to Crow Agency was the high point of his trip. He spent several days at Fort Parker ogling the Apsáalooke “bucks,” who much impressed him with their “paint and finery,” “long locks,” and “brawny chests.” Seating himself upon an empty candle box, Wyndham-Quin told his hosts “that a few blankets might be forthcoming if they gave us some good dancing.” His interpreter was Tom Shane, a fur trader who had thrown in his lot with the Crow. Shane took the earl on a tour of the chief’s lodges, brokering introductions while ribbing the men on their women troubles and flirting with the females in fluent Apsáalooke.

Dr. Hunter’s health resort was an outpost of Victorian civility in the western wilds. An illustration in Michael Leeson’s 1885 History of Montana shows a clutch of tidy bathhouses and a hotel with high, curtained windows. Women in bustled gowns and men in top hats stroll under the portico. Dr. Hunter, who had the long, white beard of an Old Testament patriarch, presided over his establishment in a silk stovepipe hat, an omnipresent wad of tobacco stowed in his cheek. His Crow protectors were long gone by then. The Apsáalooke had been forced onto a new reservation, one hundred miles to the east, driven there by a pair of congressional acts designed to open the entire Yellowstone Valley to white settlement. The laws took effect in 1882. Within months, Rick Jarrett’s ancestors arrived in Montana to lay claim to their piece of the Crazies.



In photographs, Cyrus Barton Mendenhall, Rick’s great-great-grandfather, exudes raffish charm. A handsome man with a weather-beaten face, unruly salt-and-pepper hair and a beard to match, he gazes forthrightly at the camera with a humorous expression. A hawk perches on the back of his thickly callused hand. Like Hunter, Mendenhall had been drawn back to the Crazy Mountains after first encountering them as a traveler on the Bozeman Trail. An Iowa farmer, Mendenhall followed the trail to the Montana goldfields in the summer of 1866 with a convoy of ox-drawn wagons loaded with stock goods, to sell to the prospectors at exorbitant prices.

The Bozeman Trail had become a flashpoint in Indian Country. Although Crow chiefs had tolerated the passage of prairie schooners through their territory to preserve their alliance with the US military, Red Cloud, chief of the Oglala Lakota Sioux, saw the trail as an existential threat. “This land has buffalo on it and we have children and that is what we feed them on. We don’t like to have all these roads through our country,” he protested to government officials. Shooting buffalo was a popular pastime for the pioneers, who would kill a hundred or so in a day to celebrate Independence Day, or to while away the tedium of the journey. The Bozeman Trail was littered with rotting bison corpses. Sometimes, the pioneers cut out the tongues, considered a delicacy.

Red Cloud declared war on the trail in 1866. Allied Sioux, Arapaho, and Cheyenne fighters attacked wagon trains and government outposts. Mendenhall’s train, which traveled with a military escort, came under attack several times, including a skirmish at the Tongue River in which one white traveler was killed. But the Iowa farmer and his merchandise made it to Virginia City intact. He stayed about a month, just long enough to sell all his wares, followed by his oxen and wagons. Then he boarded a flat-bottomed boat with $40,000 in gold dust packed in the hold and sailed home to Iowa City, a wealthy man. The Bozeman Trail was shut down for good that December after a war party lured a detachment of eighty-one US troops into an ambush outside Fort Phil Kearny in northeastern Wyoming, killing them all.

Mendenhall eventually left Iowa for Colorado, where he prospered in the cattle business. But his passage through the Montana Territory had made a deep impression on him. There was one place that stood out in his memory: a fine piece of country on the Yellowstone River where a sea of sweet-smelling grass waved beneath an island of snow-topped mountains. Mendenhall dreamed of filling that ocean of grass with cows. Now that the Indians were out of the way, it was time to seize the opportunity.

Mendenhall set off from Colorado in a caravan of twenty-two wagons with his second wife, his seven children, and a crew of cowboys to marshal his herds of 4,800 cattle and 700 horses. They arrived on the southern banks of the Yellowstone in August 1882. Mendenhall’s cowboys built him a five-bedroom log house on a creek—Mendenhall Creek—with a magnificent view of the Crazies. He named the new settlement Springdale, for the hot springs across the river.

The Mendenhalls soon had neighbors: Spencer and Annie Jarrett, a young couple from Minnesota. Once the former Crow territory south of the Yellowstone was declared open for settlement, the Jarretts boarded the Northern Pacific Railway with their six-year-old son Ralph—Rick’s great-grandfather—and rode it to the newly completed train station in Billings. There, they bought a narrow track wagon and traveled one hundred miles westward toward the Crazy Mountains. An old roan cow, trundling behind the wagon on a rope, served as a brake as it jolted downhill. The Jarretts staked their claim to a homestead three miles from Mendenhall’s log manse. The 1877 Desert Land Act enabled them to claim 640 acres for just twenty-five cents an acre, so long as they irrigated some portion of it. The Jarretts built a sod-roofed cabin on a creek—Jarrett Creek—and planted an apple orchard. Clumps of mud fell from the roof into Annie’s butter churn.

While all this building and planting was taking place, Chinese work crews were laying railroad track along the southern banks of the Yellowstone, from the newly platted town of Big Timber to the Springdale settlement. The arrival of the Northern Pacific put Dr. Hunter’s sanatorium within reach of anyone who could purchase a train ticket. Sufferers of paralysis, dropsy, eczema, and diseases peculiar to the female sex came all the way from St. Paul. The water cure was not always successful. More than a few of Dr. Hunter’s patients died at his health resort, their burial places long forgotten. One guest suffering from mental derangement wandered off and was never seen again.

While Dr. Hunter ministered to his patients, C. B. Mendenhall set about becoming a Montana cattle king. Just as the upper Yellowstone Valley had been cleared of Indians to make way for white people, the plains had been cleared of bison to make way for their cows. The buffalo were gone, hunted to the point of extinction, the culmination of an eradication campaign that began during Red Cloud’s War.

General William Tecumseh Sherman—the government’s chief strategist in its long offensive against Northern Plains tribes—saw the elimination of the buffalo as essential to the subjugation and assimilation of Indigenous people. He sponsored buffalo-hunting contests for wealthy New Yorkers and Russia’s Grand Duke Alexei Alexandrovich, providing military escorts of hundreds of troops and awarding trophies, such as a silver drinking set embossed with buffalo heads. Buffalo Bill Cody, who guided many of these hunting parties, recalled elaborate dinners served by uniformed waiters, wagons loaded with fine carpets and crystal, portable ice houses of chilled wine. More than six hundred bison were killed in one contest. The hide hunters took care of the rest, slaughtering millions and sending the hides east by rail. By 1884, there were no hides left to ship.

The plains were now open for business—the beef business. Miles upon miles of open, bison-free rangeland—former Indian territory now owned by the United States—was offered to stockmen for pasturage, free of charge. It was the great grass giveaway. Cattlemen could fill the plains with livestock without buying a single acre. The Northern Pacific Railway put this grazier’s paradise within easy reach. Stock cars of cattle arrived from the Midwest at Montana’s new railway stations. All a man had to do was buy a couple thousand cows and a goodly number of bulls, put his brand on them, turn them out on Montana’s incomparable bunchgrass for a season or two, then ship the fatted offspring back to the stockyards of Chicago and St. Paul.

Everyone wanted in: British aristocrats, Scottish lords, and a young Republican state congressman named Theodore Roosevelt, who invested in a large cattle operation that ranged across Montana and North Dakota. General James Brisbin’s The Beef Bonanza: Or How to Get Rich on the Plains topped the 1881 best-seller list. Brisbin raved about Montana, whose “grazing cannot be excelled in any country in the world.” There were over a million cows in Montana by the end of 1884. A new phrase was minted to describe the territory’s lowing masses: black gold.

“The growth of the business has been one of the marvels of this marvelous age… Hundreds of men who embarked in the business a few years ago, with exceedingly limited means, are now ranked as ‘cattle kings,’ ” Joseph Nimmo Jr., the chief of the Treasury Department’s Bureau of Statistics, wrote in an 1885 report to Congress, calling for a large-scale expansion of cattle ranching across the northern plains. Washington’s chief statistician proposed shrinking Indian reservations to free more land for grazing. The buffalo were gone, after all, “and the nomadic life encouraged by the possession of enormous reservations is not favorable to the formation of habits of industry.” Nimmo noted that plans were already in progress to reduce the Crow reservation by half. “The portion to be released from Indian control is nearly all excellent bunch-grass range,” he wrote, with palpable satisfaction.

Rick Jarrett’s great-great-grandfather was swept up in the craze for black gold. In April 1884, the Bozeman Weekly Chronicle noted that C. B. Mendenhall—“one of our large cattle dealers”—would take delivery of 2,500 young cows from Minnesota at the Northern Pacific’s depot in Fallon that Thursday, then return for another 1,600 cows on Saturday. By 1885, some 20,000 head of beef cattle bearing Mendenhall’s brand—a triangular hatchet—ranged across hundreds of miles of prairie, from Wilsall in the southwestern foothills of the Crazies to Forsyth in eastern Montana. Mendenhall became one of the highest taxpayers in Park County, the owner of fine horses. His bay Billy took second money in Big Timber’s Independence Day races.

While Mendenhall prospered, Dr. Hunter struggled. The healing fountains hadn’t turned out to be the liquid gold mine he had envisioned all those years ago on the Bozeman Trail. When paying guests were in short supply, the doctor advertised the springs as a sheep dip; the mineral-rich waters provided an excellent preventive against blowfly and itch mites, for just two cents a head. To no avail: Dr. Hunter’s name appeared on a list of delinquent taxpayers. In 1885, he listed his natural sanatorium for sale.

Dr. Hunter’s medicinal baths had been eclipsed by the booming tourist attraction to its north: Yellowstone National Park—America’s first—a wonderland of geysers, hot springs, and bubbling mud pots. The Northern Pacific platted a town some thirty miles west of Big Timber to serve as the hub for a new rail line to the northern entrance of the park, and named it after the railway’s director, Crawford Livingston. The Northern Pacific’s investors saw Yellowstone as another bonanza, a wellspring of profit. You could only sell one train ticket to a homesteader, but sightseers and pleasure-seekers would fill your trains every season.

The Northern Pacific launched a national marketing campaign inspired by Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. “Alice’s Adventures in the New Wonderland,” which described Yellowstone’s many marvels, was distributed across Northern Pacific rail lines. Wealthy people traveled to Livingston in private Pullman cars with lavish staterooms, parlors, dining rooms, and observation decks—precursors of the private jets that would one day crowd Big Timber’s little airport.

When Hunter listed his resort for sale, Mendenhall saw a unique business opportunity. With his considerable means, he could transform the sleepy sanatorium into a spa resort with all the improvements of the modern age. In 1886, Mendenhall bought Hunter’s Hot Springs for $26,000. He formed a consortium called the Montana Hot Springs Company with two business partners a few months later and issued $150,000 in capital stock—$4.9 million in today’s dollars—for the creation of a grand hotel at the springs. Then he bought out his partners and assumed control of the entire enterprise.

“C. B. Mendenhall, the proprietor and sole owner of the hotel, bath rooms and ladies’ plunge, now under course of construction, is sparing no labor or money to place this resort foremost among the celebrated watering places of the United States and he is the possessor of all the natural advantages bestowed upon us by the Omnipotent Being,” the Livingston Post declared. The new pools and bathhouses would be as fine as any to be found at Baden-Baden, the hot water delivered directly from the springs by newfangled covered pipes.

Mendenhall hired a civil engineer to plat a large township on a 160-acre site near the hot springs and named it after himself. The town of Mendenhall, Montana—reached by a new iron suspension bridge across the Yellowstone, which Mendenhall would build—would have wide avenues lined with shade trees, artificial canals, and row upon row of 50-by-150-foot homesites. Mendenhall submitted the plat survey to the Park County clerk and recorder and had it notarized. “The proprietor of Hunter’s Hot Springs has tacked his own name to the famous springs, for what reason, except to gratify a possibly laudable family pride, no one can discover,” the Daily Yellowstone Journal noted with displeasure. “Mendenhall is probably quite as pretty a name as Hunter, but in this case it cannot be considered as appropriate, unless to assert the fact that the springs are capable of ‘menden’ all’ the ills that flesh is heir to.”

On February 24, 1886, the Bozeman Weekly Chronicle reported that the $150,000 in capital stock issued by Mendenhall’s Montana Hot Springs Company had been fully subscribed. Appearing alongside this notice was a letter to the editor from a reader concerned about overgrazing. “It takes a great many acres of thin grass to maintain the adult steer in affluence for twelve months, and the great pastures at the base of the mountains are pretty well tested,” it read. “These great conventions of cattlemen, where free grass and easily acquired fortunes are naturally advertised, will tend to overstock the ranges at last, and founder the goose that lays the golden egg.”

The Sagebrush Cassandra was right. Grass was disappearing from the upper Yellowstone Valley, eaten up by burgeoning herds of cows, horses, and sheep. But Mendenhall, who was busily overhauling Hunter’s Hot Springs—repapering and repainting, laying new carpets, purchasing upholstered furniture for the parlor—had no time to worry about bunchgrass. He set eight carpenters and fifteen laborers to work that spring constructing a three-story frame hotel that he called the Da-Ko-Ta.

It was hot and dry that summer, a bad year for grass. There was less nutrient-rich forage on the range for the cattle to fatten on as they headed into the most brutal winter that new Montanans like Mendenhall had ever experienced. Ice storms swept through in November, with howling winds, followed by heavy snows that blanketed the range. The blizzards came in January. In February, temperatures dropped to forty degrees below zero.

Cows couldn’t weather a Montana winter like bison—particularly not pilgrim cows, out-of-state bovines who hadn’t had a few seasons to grow thick hides or acclimate to the severities of the climate. Those who did not freeze to death starved, unable to paw through the thick snow and ice to rustle out whatever grass was buried deep below beneath the drifts. Cattle died by the hundreds of thousands, huddled in ravines or along streambeds where they had tried to eat the bark off the cottonwoods and willows. They died where they stood, frozen stiff as boards or buried up to their ears in snow.

Across Montana, townspeople watched emaciated cows stagger inside city limits in search of food, then die on the streets. “Full many a heifer now bellowing loud will be found ere long in a snow-white shroud,” the Daily Yellowstone Journal lamented. In February, the River Press reported that cattle were dying “by the wholesale,” declaring, “There is no salvation for the stock interests except in a speedy and genuine chinook.” But the chinooks—warm, snow-eating winds from the Pacific—didn’t come.

During the winter that became known as the Great Die-Off, Mendenhall was living with his family at Hunter’s Hot Springs. As the snowdrifts rose outside his windows and temperatures plummeted, Mendenhall paced the hotel’s newly carpeted halls in a state of agonized distraction. Rick Jarrett’s great-grandmother Inez would recall the morning her Pa came downstairs to the dining room in his nightshirt, so tormented by worry that he had forgotten to put on his pants.

When the chinooks finally arrived in March, they melted the snowdrifts and laid bare the corpses. Mendenhall took measure of his losses: sixteen thousand head of cattle and countless horses dead, at a cost of $80,000. His days as a cattle king were over. Five generations later, his great-great-grandson could describe C. B. Mendenhall’s terrible winter as though he had been there himself. “It took the heart out of him,” Rick said.

Mendenhall’s big plans—the iron suspension bridge, the artificial canals and rows of shade trees, the bustling spa town bearing his name—were all shelved. Hunter’s Hot Springs would never be Baden-Baden under his ownership. But it was still a grand place for a bath. John “Liver-Eating” Johnson, the mountain scout reputed to have eaten the innards of dozens of Crow Indians, was a regular; soaking in the hot springs eased his rheumatism. Walter Goodall, former secretary to Khedive Tawfiq, ruler of Egypt and Sudan, was dazzled by the scenery. “My eyes are dilated as must have been Aladdin’s when they first encountered the palace which had arisen in a single night under the hands of his genii slaves,” Goodall declared of the view that greeted him from his hotel window upon being awoken by Mrs. Mendenhall’s canary.

Then standards began to slip. “Hunter’s Hot Springs is a delightful place to visit, or would be if things were kept up in better shape and some attention paid to guests. A little elbow grease and soap expended on the bathing apartments would also be vastly appreciated,” the Big Timber Pioneer chided in 1894. Mendenhall fell behind on his taxes. A few years later, he sold the hot springs resort to a Butte millionaire, James Murray.



Montana became a state in November 1889. Big Timber flourished as sheep ranching became the region’s prime industry. Sheep were cheaper than cattle, and hardier. They filled their bellies on the scrubby forage and weathered the harsh winters snug in woolly coats that could be sheared off in the spring and sold. In 1895, the town became the seat of the new county of Sweet Grass, across whose rolling hills and coulees millions of sheep now grazed. Five million pounds of raw wool were shipped out of Big Timber on Northern Pacific freight trains that year. By 1907, the frontier town would be known as the wool capital of the world.

Big Timber acquired all the accoutrements of civilization: a church, a school, a printing press, a hardware store, a barbershop—with a female barber, no less—as well as hotels, saloons, billiard halls, and a bowling alley. It was a lively, polyglot place. Dozens of Chinese men from the railroad crews stayed on, and some started restaurants and laundries. A sheepherder fresh off the mountains could pay a dime to have his fetid union suit bleached white in Sam Lee’s copper tubs with cobalt bluing balls. Lu Lung’s O.K. Restaurant served chicken dinners at all hours; turtle soup and a good cigar were included with the price of a meal at Henry’s Big Restaurant. Susie Sargent, a Black woman credited with bringing nightlife to Big Timber, presided over the town’s burgeoning red-light district. An 1893 Sanborn Fire Insurance map shows “female boarding houses” on both sides of Anderson Street, a stone’s throw from the local calaboose—a little wooden jail. An opium den did business behind a washhouse.

“Rich and poor, high and low, clean and unclean were component parts of a common herd and all ate together… It made no difference whose elbow your elbow was rubbing,” the Big Timber Pioneer reminisced in 1938. Susie Sargent dined with the justice of the peace and the founder of the town’s first bank.

It didn’t last. Sargent’s female boarding house on Anderson Street was seized by the sheriff over missed mortgage payments and sold at the courthouse door. Chinese residents—some of whom had been in Big Timber from its earliest days—were harassed under racist exclusionary laws. In April 1903, the Pioneer reported that a “special immigration inspector… looking up contraband chinks” had rounded up twenty-eight people “but found all of them entitled to remain here.” Some men shot up a restaurant, as a prank. By 1930, Big Timber had only three Chinese residents.

Mendenhall retired to his old ranch on the Yellowstone to raise sheep. No longer trusting the grasses of the open range to provide for his herds, he grew alfalfa, irrigating his fields with water drawn from the Yellowstone. When the Treasure State’s first histories were written, Mendenhall would be hailed as one of its most stalwart pioneers. “While he has suffered losses that would have forever put out a less determined and active man, he has but surmounted them to show that it is not the luck but the man that makes the winning in this world of pushing business and whirling adventure,” An Illustrated History of the Yellowstone Valley, published in 1907, declared.

Under Murray’s ownership, Hunter’s Hot Springs at last became the four-star resort that Mendenhall had envisioned in the heyday of his cattle baronetcy. Murray built the Dakota Hotel, an imposing edifice with a concrete Mission-style facade and every modern convenience: steam heat, electric lights, and “intercommunicating telephones.” Old postcards show the immense Natatorium, water shimmering under a high arched roof, and a glass-walled solarium filled with palm trees. Gibson girls in shirtwaists and full skirts wield rackets on the tennis courts made of poured sand and molasses. A pair of gentlemen in bowler hats sip water from a long-handled dipper under a kiosk. There was a nine-hole golf course and a cricket pitch. In the spa, masseuses administered blanket sweats, needle baths, and salt glows.

A few decades later, it was gone. A new highway that would have linked Hunter’s Hot Springs to Yellowstone National Park was routed along the opposite side of the Yellowstone River, bypassing the resort. Prohibition shut down Hunter’s Bar, a popular watering hole, known for its selection of bonded liquors. Hunter’s Hot Springs became a place of dubious repute, a honky-tonk. A local entrepreneur opened a still in an old lemon-soda bottling plant, or so the rumor goes. On a windy night in November 1932, an electrical fire that started in Mendenhall’s old frame hotel burned the entire resort to the ground in a few hours.

Various commercial enterprises were launched amid the ruins in the decades that followed. A local couple ran the Plunge as a public swimming pool and opened a lunchroom. A Japanese natural foods company drained the Plunge and grew organic vegetables in greenhouses heated by the springs, until high winds blew the greenhouses away. The hot springs were acquired by a rich man who made his fortune from a chain of truck stops. He buried the Plunge and bulldozed or burned whatever ruins remained.

Only the town of Mendenhall stayed the same, untouched by fire or wind or the degradation of time. Plat No. 172, the survey that C. B. Mendenhall commissioned back in 1886, was preserved in the amber of the Park County Clerk’s records system, where it became a permanent appendage to the deed to Hunter’s Hot Springs. To claim title to the springs was to inherit the faded blueprint of another man’s dreams. And so the town of Mendenhall passed from one owner to the next for more than a century, with its unbuilt streets, avenues, and bridges, its canals and shade trees, and row upon row of rectangular lots, all for sale.






 3  IF YOU GIVE ANYBODY LUCK, SHIT WILL DO FOR BRAINS



February 20, 2019

Park County Courthouse

Livingston, Montana




	RUSSELL GORDY, Direct Examination:

	Q: So, you put together how many properties?

	MR. GORDY: I think it was seven, overall.

	Q: Okay. And why did you do that?

	MR. GORDY: Well, it was a pristine area, and much more valuable to me if I could own from the river to the mountains. That’s what I was looking for, and I was lucky enough to do that.



The new owner of Hunter’s Hot Springs liked to tell people that he was born dirt-poor, that he never thought he’d fly in an airplane, much less own one. Now he owned two—a Gulfstream IV and a Beechcraft B300 King Air, and a few helicopters besides. When the news of his $40 million–plus, forty-four-thousand-acre Montana land grab broke in the spring of 2002, Russell Gordy was in Alaska, hunting grizzly bears. He declared himself shocked to learn that he had just set a record for the most expensive ranch acquisition in Montana history. “I just thought it was a beautiful property,” he told the Bozeman Daily Chronicle. “They don’t make land like that anymore.”

Gordy was a collector. He collected land the way other rich men collect art. Every time he sold an oil or gas property, he’d buy a quality piece of land out West, transforming a share of the liquid profits into solid earth. He liked land. Maybe there were better investments, but land was real. You could see it. You could bow-hunt elk on it. You could watch your bird dog flush a covey of Hungarian pheasants and take your shot as they wheeled up from the grass in a noisy whirl. You could fly-fish for trout on your own private stretch of river. You could ride quarter horses through its coulees with your grandkids, maybe try your hand at roping some calves.

By the time I made Gordy’s acquaintance, he had acquired some 200,000 acres of blue-chip ranchland across the American West. His collection has grown since then, great swaths of mountain and forest, river and stream. His name regularly appears on Land Report magazine’s annual listing of the one hundred largest landowners in the country.

Gordy’s collection, like his fortune, was built on fossil fuels—the catchall term for hydrocarbons formed in the earth’s crust over many millions of years from the fossils of decomposed plankton, plants, and microorganisms. Transmuted into oil, gas, and coal, those ancient fossils became the bedrock of the modern age. There would never have been a steam locomotive or a steel mill without them. Hydrocarbons burn; that’s what creates power. Exposed to heat and oxygen, their molecules of tightly bound carbon and hydrogen burst, releasing energy—energy that fuels cars and furnaces and electric grids. Fossil fuels also release carbon dioxide, methane, and other greenhouse gases that trap heat in the atmosphere, melting ice caps, shrinking glaciers, warming oceans, causing extreme droughts and hurricanes and all the other signposts of climate change.

And like that old joke about the Catskills resort, not only is the food bad, but the portions are small—limited, let’s say. Fossil fuels can take different forms, depending on the type of organic matter, the degree of heat, the amount of pressure. They can be found deep below the ocean floor, trapped in subterranean reservoirs and caves, locked inside rocks and sand. But the supply is finite. Oil wells run dry, coal mines tap out, shale plays are exhausted. Hydrocarbons are not an all-you-can-eat buffet. So, since the dawn of the Industrial Age, there’s been a constant pressure to find new sources of these fuels to keep the lights on.

Gordy was very good at finding and harvesting hydrocarbons in their more elusive forms, and this made him a wealthy man. But he’d be the first to say he was lucky. And perhaps his greatest stroke of luck was to come of age in Houston, Texas, the energy capital of the world.

Russell was born in 1950 in Savannah, Georgia, the only child of Russell Wayne Gordy and Marion Agnes Shepherd, who preferred to be called Agnes for reasons no one could fathom. The Gordys moved to Houston when Russell, their only child, was three years old. Russell Wayne became a policeman. Agnes cared for her son during the day and earned money cleaning office buildings at night. Russell grew up in a cramped single-story home in Chatwood Place, a subdivision of mass-produced homes built to house the city’s swelling population of blue-collar workers. The Gordy home on Woodlyn Road occupied a narrow lot, one-sixteenth of an acre in size. There was a patch of grass in the front and a patch out back. Russell attended M. B. Smiley High School, where everyone was poor, so no one minded. He grew to mind when his basketball team played schools in upscale Houston neighborhoods like Memorial and River Oaks. Russell gawked at the glass backboards in the gyms and the lockers full of fresh new footballs.

Decades later, when he had become a very rich man, Gordy would make a point of flying over his old Houston neighborhood every few months in the helicopter his wife, Glenda, had given him for a birthday present. (When her husband couldn’t find the time to attend his flight lessons, Glenda bought him the helicopter company so that the flight instructors could work around his schedule.) Chatwood Place and its rows of small two-bedroom homes were still there—shabbier now, with sagging carports, sickly live oaks, and a collapsed backyard shed here and there. M. B. Smiley was gone—the school’s main building burned to the ground in an arson attack in 1980.

After Officer Gordy caught his son stealing hubcaps for pocket money, he packed him off to his grandparents’ farm in Vernon Parish, Louisiana, for the summer, to work his ass off hoeing and weeding and thereby keep from turning into a juvenile delinquent. Russell was ten or eleven at the time.

On the boot-shaped map of Louisiana, Vernon Parish is located right about where the Achilles’ heel would be, on the Texas border. Gordys had lived in the parish since the Reconstruction Era, when Vernon was known for its virgin forests of longleaf pine, a tall, stately tree with fine, feathery leaves. When Gordy’s great-grandfather Henry Clay Gordy was a young man, he could ride his horse all the way to Texas across a hundred-mile swath of airy, sun-dappled forest carpeted with golden pine straw.

Lumber merchants descended on Vernon in the early twentieth century. Russell’s grandfather George Gordy went to work for the White-Grandin Lumber Company in the sawmill town of Slagle. He spent the 1920s tending the firebox of a company steam train that shuttled back and forth between the sawmill and the railway depot in Leesville, pulling flatcars of lumber. By 1930, the longleaf pine forests were gone. Vernon Parish had been cut over, cleared so completely that it was said that you could stand on a stump and see all the way to Lake Charles.

White-Grandin shut down its sawmill and abandoned its Leesville, Slagle, and Eastern Railroad line. George Gordy found work as a day laborer. He ran a prison work crew from the county jail. Eventually, he saved enough to buy a forty-acre farm near the old sawmill town of Alco—named for the Alexandria Lumber Company and deserted by the same. Abandoned tramways cut through the scrub of the lost forests like ghostly roads, their tracks and ties salvaged for scrap.

“If you give anybody luck, shit will do for brains,” George Gordy told his grandson. “Without luck, it doesn’t matter how smart you are.” Russell resolved to become lucky.

His grandparents put him to work in the fields, tending watermelons and cantaloupes and butter beans and purple hull peas. When it got too hot, they’d knock off for a bit and play dominoes. Russell’s grandfather took him on his first quail hunts in woods of scrubby slash pine that had been planted by the millions in a New Deal–era reforestation program. Russell spent hours mooning over the hunting guns in his Grandmother Ocie’s Sears & Roebuck catalog—the Wish Book. Russell told Ocie that one day he’d buy them all. In the meantime, he made do with a BB gun, honing his marksmanship by shooting wasps on lazy summer afternoons.

Russell got his first job in the oil business the summer he turned fifteen, as a roustabout at a little oil field about a mile from his house. Despite the raffish job title, being a roustabout was drudge work mostly, cleaning up after the guys who knew what they were doing—the roughnecks. After a few summers on oil rigs, he became a roughneck himself. He put himself through college roughnecking on offshore oil platforms. Russell learned how to throw the chain—a technique for connecting the sections of pipe down an oil well. You took a steel link chain and wrapped it around the new section of pipe, then unwrapped it fast to twirl it into place. Some roughnecks lost fingers throwing the chain, but Russell held on to all ten. With his first paycheck, he bought himself his first gun, a 12-gauge Remington. He was halfway through college when his father died, killed by a heart attack at the family home on Woodlyn Road.

After earning a degree in business administration, Russell took a job with the Transco gas pipeline company. Right off the bat, he figured out that working for a big company and doing the same thing every day wasn’t for him. At the time, a wildcat oilman named Joe Walter was making a name for himself in Houston with his knack for finding crude oil and natural gas in places that bigger outfits missed. His company, Houston Oil & Minerals, extracted five hundred billion cubic feet of fossil fuels from a layer of hydrocarbon-rich sand deposits right in Houston’s Galveston Bay that nobody else in the industry thought existed. Walter was scrappy, intuitive, unafraid of risk. Russell Gordy didn’t want to be a company man. He wanted to be an entrepreneur like Joe Walter.

After reading up on gas and oil deals at the Houston Public Library, Gordy cold-called Walter and asked for a meeting. The wildcatter took him to James Coney Island, a Houston hot dog joint, then made the twenty-four-year-old pay for lunch. (“Dadgum, I forgot my wallet,” Walter declared upon being presented with the eight-dollar check.) A few weeks later, Gordy was hired on as Houston Oil & Minerals’ thirteenth employee.

Gordy learned the oil business from Joe Walter, and much more. He learned to recognize opportunities that others overlooked, which is another way of saying he learned how to be lucky. Luck was seeing that opportunity and not being afraid to act on it. You had to be prepared to get lucky. So, Russell Gordy prepared.

In 1981, Walter sold Houston Oil & Minerals. Gordy founded an oil and gas company called Northwind Exploration with some of his colleagues, a bunch of guys all in their twenties with too much testosterone. Russell’s wife, Glenda, kept the books. Russell and Glenda had been high school sweethearts, though he’d fallen for her long before then, in their elementary school Christmas play. Glenda St. Andrie, a tiny third-grader with starry blue eyes, was an angel. Russell was smitten.

Gordy and his partners found some nice oil and gas fields off the Gulf Coasts of Louisiana and Texas. It was a boom time for oil, but they resisted the temptation to expand the business by taking on debt. They sold Northwind Exploration just before the oil industry crash in 1985. It was a stroke of dumb luck, and Gordy made the most of it. “I kind of had money when other people didn’t,” he said. During the bust, he scooped up oil fields at bargain prices.

Russell and Glenda bought their first piece of land in 1982: 113 acres in the piney woods of East Texas, with a lake and a tin-roofed barn with a woodstove. The Gordys would own much grander and more expansive properties, but there was nothing to rival the thrill of those first years on the East Texas ranch with their two young sons, Garrett and Shaun. The boys spent hours riding their three-wheelers through the trees and throwing pinecones at each other. Russell took them fishing on the lake and bird hunting in the piney woods, just as his grandfather had done when he was a boy.

The family stayed in the barn, sleeping on mattresses they laid on the floor. One night, Glenda woke up and locked eyes with a wood rat that was sitting at the foot of her bed. She refused to return until her husband built her a cabin, with a bathtub. Russell built Glenda her cabin and bought more land around the lake. Then he bought some more. The East Texas ranch grew to 7,800 acres.

In the mid-1980s, a friend of Gordy’s brought him a deal on coalbed methane gas. He’d never heard of it. Conventional natural gas is free-flowing. It collects in underground reservoirs—often mixed with crude oil—and can be piped to the surface through wells. Coalbed methane gas was unconventional. It wasn’t free-flowing; the methane was locked within the matrix of the coal seam. But if you drilled into the seam and pumped out all the groundwater on top of it and around it—if you dewatered that well—you could free the gas. The drop in water pressure triggered a chemical reaction that unlocked the methane, transforming it into a free-flowing gas that could be pumped to the surface, compressed, and fed into pipelines.

The federal government wanted to encourage coalbed methane exploration. The Iran–Iraq War had disrupted oil production, causing energy shortages and fears of an economic recession. In 1980, amid rising concern about American dependence on foreign oil, Congress approved tax credits for the production of fuels from “nonconventional” sources like coal beds and shale. Domestic natural gas production tripled. Critics called it drilling for credits.

The surge in domestic energy exploration came at a cost. Coalbed methane extraction used up a lot of water—a precious commodity in the arid West, where a lot of America’s coalbed methane was to be found. A single gas well could pump out between seventeen thousand and twenty-two thousand gallons of ground water in a day; a field of gas wells could lower aquifers, sap streams, and drain residential wells. Then there was the problem of the water itself—the wastewater. Water flushed from coal seams was salty—up to five times saltier than seawater—and often contained heavy metals, which could damage soil and contaminate streams and rivers. But there were no federal regulations for the disposal or purification of coalbed methane wastewater. Coalbed methane drilling was the Wild West of energy exploration.

Gordy was a pioneer on fossil fuels’ new frontier. In 1989, he formed SG Interests with his friend Lester Smith, acquiring coalbed methane wells in the San Juan Basin of New Mexico and Colorado. At first, this new venture seemed like a great way to get in the poorhouse quick, tax incentives notwithstanding. Gordy’s coalbed methane wells pumped out two thousand barrels of water a day—eighty-four thousand gallons—but only produced a measly fifty thousand cubic feet of gas. It cost two dollars a barrel to dispose of that water, which was twice what Gordy was earning on the gas. But he figured it out. Gordy struck a deal with a big energy company that had an established water disposal system in the San Juan Basin; he’d sell them some of his conventional oil and gas holdings if they’d take his wastewater, at ten cents a barrel. Gordy kept pumping those coalbed methane wells until the water production dropped and the gas began to flow. After a year, his wells were producing just fifty barrels of water a day—and five million cubic feet of natural gas.

“As soon as we knew it was going to work, we bought everything in the area,” Gordy said. “We probably drilled five hundred to a thousand wells.”

Gordy had been looking for a classic Western spread in the Rockies for years. He found it in 1993: a fifty-thousand-acre ranch just south of Casper, Wyoming, that had once belonged to Bryant Butler Brooks, Wyoming’s seventh governor. Gordy paid $5 million for the place and named it Falls Ranch, for the waterfalls that cascaded over several of its box canyons. Falls Ranch became the home base of Gordy’s new sideline, the Lone Star Cattle Company.

“You don’t really make a living doing cattle, but it preserves the land,” Gordy said. And it was fun. The Gordy family went on cattle drives into the mountains with their cowboys. They hadn’t been horse people to start, but going on a three-day cattle drive, that sure turned them into horse people.

Glenda remodeled a small home on the ranch—nothing wrong with it, but modest, with a low iron fence and a cattle guard to keep the cows off the front lawn. She picked out a large stained-glass window of a cowboy on a white horse for the family room. Russell arranged some antique pistols on a low table, like coffee-table books. There was an old-fashioned jukebox. Now and then, Russell would pick out a song and sweep Glenda up for a jitterbug.



Coalbed methane accounted for more than half the natural gas produced in the US in the 1990s. Natural gas was touted as a pathway to energy independence and a cleaner-burning alternative to coal—a “bridge fuel” that would enable America to transition to carbon-free forms of energy. It’s true that natural gas emits half the carbon dioxide of burning coal. But gas is primarily composed of methane, and methane in its raw form is a fearsome greenhouse pollutant. Leaked methane is more than twenty-five times more potent than carbon dioxide when it comes to trapping heat in the atmosphere.

The natural gas industry leaks a lot of methane. Methane leaks when gas is extracted, it leaks when it’s compressed, it leaks from aging pipelines. By one estimate, anywhere from 2 to 6 percent of all the methane produced in the US escapes into the atmosphere every year in its most toxic form. (Natural gas production isn’t the only source of methane emissions, of course; industrialized agriculture pumps billions of pounds of methane into the atmosphere, from fertilizer factories, pesticides—which are derived from fossil fuels—and feedlots packed with cattle, which belch out the greenhouse gas.)

When prices for natural gas reached new heights in 2001, Gordy sold some of his coalbed methane assets to Conoco for a nice chunk of money. Then he bought himself another high-quality piece of land: La Ceniza, a sprawling hunting ranch in South Texas, with doves and quail and deer ranging through the mesquite. La Ceniza’s owner had a gambling problem. After renting the ranch for a time, Gordy began buying up chunks of it in 1998. By 2002, he owned all 19,200 acres—a steal at $18 million.

At first, Russell and Glenda thought they’d remodel a house at La Ceniza. Then Russell thought again: nah. Glenda taught herself how to use computer-aided design software and designed a fifteen-thousand-square-foot Spanish-style hacienda. Every time she showed Russell the plans, he told her to make it bigger.

Gordy killed some really good deer at La Ceniza. When he shot a thirty-three-point buck, a message board called Totally Texas lit up. The Uvalde buck had been a local celebrity. “The deer was hard to hunt only see him a few times a year,” a user with the handle Fish On posted in February 2005, adding, “FYI Mr. Gordy lives in Houston area so if any one knows him or meets him might suck up and say sir. Ha ha. He has a lot of real nice bucks on ranch… just a regular guy when I met him. Talks like a plain working man.”

Wild pigs also roamed the ranch, but they were a nuisance, an invasive species that competed with the deer and other wildlife for food. Now and again, they attacked Gordy’s cattle. Then he’d have one of his pilots take him up in his helicopter, strap himself in, and lean out the open cockpit to lay waste to the pigs with an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle. Sometimes Glenda joined in. Lithe as a teenager well into her sixties, with baby-blond hair she wore long and straight with seventies-style bangs, Glenda handled the AR-15 with ease.



The early 2000s were an excellent time to be in the fossil fuel business. From his Texas twang to his extensive network of friendships in the oil and gas world, newly elected president George W. Bush was an oil patch lover’s dream. Dick Cheney, even better. In between stints as George H. W. Bush’s secretary of defense and George W. Bush’s running mate, Vice President Cheney was chairman and CEO of Halliburton, a sprawling multinational corporation that provides a host of services to the oil and gas industries, including its own patented hydraulic fracking technologies and products.

On his ninth day in office, Bush created the National Energy Policy Development Group and tapped Cheney to lead it. The task force held some forty secret meetings with as many as four hundred representatives from the oil, mining, and gas industries. Four months later, Cheney’s group released its proposals for a new energy policy. Chief among its recommendations: open up more public land for drilling—including environmentally sensitive areas like the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR)—expedite drilling permits, and lift cumbersome restrictions limiting oil and gas exploration. In a sop to environmentalists, the report recommended earmarking $1.2 billion in oil and gas bid bonuses from the “environmentally responsible leasing” of ANWR for research into renewable energy sources.

Conservation and environmental groups, which had been shut out of Cheney’s task force and its secret meetings, focused their outrage on the report’s proposal for drilling in the Arctic. The call for expanded gas and oil exploration in the Rocky Mountains got a lot less attention.

The federal government owns a lot of land in the Rockies, amassed during the push for westward expansion by the forcible displacement of Native tribes, who were pushed onto reservations (or massacred) to make way for white settlers. In the Midwest, most of this government-appropriated land eventually passed into private ownership in the form of homesteads and land grants to farmers. But the rugged, high-altitude terrain of Western mountain states didn’t attract as many homesteaders, creating a giant land surplus. Most of that federal land is now overseen by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), which issues permits and leases for logging, grazing, mining, and energy exploration, but is also charged with protecting and conserving the most wild and scenic areas.
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