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He gambled his life to better his condition, but he really didn’t believe that his hair might make fringes for a Sioux or a Cheyenne war shirt, or that his mutilated body might be clawed out of a shallow grave by wolves.

—Dorothy M. Johnson, The Bloody Bozeman1
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Introduction


To say that Montana’s history is as rugged and unique as the state itself is perhaps nothing more than stating the obvious. Nothing short of the Wild West in all its blazing and infamous glory, Montana to this day retains a frontier character all its own. This book hopes to cast light on some of the murkier stories and the more spurious and shady aspects of the collective state history beginning with white settlement. The Bad Old Days of Montana is intended as a celebration, and at times a cautionary tale, of just how “bad” conditions and characters used to be.
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Map of the territory of Montana with portions of the adjoining territories: showing the gulch or placer diggings actually worked and districts where quartz (gold and silver) lodes had been discovered to January 1, 1865.


Library of Congress. W. W. (Walter Washington) De Lacy, 1819–1892

Structuring Montana’s history into a logical sequence, the book begins with the Lewis and Clark expedition. Some of their early camps became the precursors to the so-called forts established by mountain men and the fur trading companies in those same general locations. Beginning roughly in the year 1807 and immediately following the successful return to civilization by the Lewis and Clark expedition, a fascination with the western frontier was born. The possibilities contained within that rugged, untamed territory sparked the collective American imagination like nothing has since the American Revolution. Written about by Meriwether Lewis in his own accounts and taken up and championed by such notables as Washington Irving, the Louisiana Purchase inspired and beckoned. The opportunity promised by westward expansion was not lost on the first American explorers who had already experienced the vastness firsthand. In fact, some of those explorers who accompanied the Lewis and Clark expedition never even made it back to St. Louis before turning around and traveling back to Upper Missouri.

The successful completion of the Lewis and Clark expedition marked the beginning of the American fur trade era. Lasting until approximately 1847, the forts and trading posts established were primarily commercial in nature. However, beginning in the 1850s, the nature of some of the existing trading posts shifted. Along with the decline of the beaver and pelt trade, those remote outposts metamorphized into military establishments. Used for protective purposes, these forts retained a commercial element in many cases: their primary purpose became oversight and protection of the routes and trails for the migration of the American westward expansion.

Upon starting this project, I conducted casual surveys among friends and acquaintances from Montana—especially those whose family lines reached back into the nineteenth-century settlement. Answers to the question “What brought your family to Montana?” were varied. Most answers affirmed what was already suspected and fall into categories closely following the industrial and economic patterns of the state. People recounted origins in mining, ranching, homesteading, and of becoming supply merchants for the newly settled towns, cities, and camps. Some arrived while working on the railroads and never left. Other responses spoke of troubled lives and the longing for fresh starts in a new wide-open place, which Montana provided. All respondents were proud of their origins, whether their ancestors arrived for the simple one-word answer “gold,” or whether they sought a different fortune by establishing a ranch or homestead, working in the copper mines of Butte, or establishing their own business in the sprouting towns and cities.

Some just followed where they felt opportunity and fortune beckoned.

Whatever brought those intrepid people to Montana in the first place, the early statistics are eye-opening. Census data provide a wealth of information, and Montana’s first was conducted in 1870.

Ages 5 to 18: 1,134 male / 967 female

Ages 18 to 45: 12,418 male / 6,935 female

Ages 21 and upwards: 13,424 male / 7,450 female1

The fact that men outnumbered women substantially between ages eighteen and forty-five would indicate a masculine culture as women were only 36 percent of the population in that age range. The numbers would have been even more skewed in the early 1860s. Such disparity didn’t mean refinement was entirely lacking in Montana; it just meant that the population might be considered more rough-and-tumble than other territories or states having an even gender balance.

And a large territory settled primarily by men takes on a certain quality. One can imagine that any “entertainment” might have been of an eyebrow-raising variety. Add alcohol into the mix and things went “off.”


The Use of Deadly Weapons

We see a poster on our streets warning all persons against the use of deadly weapons, under the pretext of self-defence [sic], or in any other case except for the protection of life and property, and then only as a “last resort,” saying that all who violate this will be visited with summary punishment. This notice is signed by the Vigilance Committee. . . . Many persons under the influence of liquor do things which they afterwards regret.

The Montana Post, 18642

Adventurous characters populated the region from the early exploration and trapping days, but when gold was first discovered in the Grasshopper Creek near Bannack in 1862, Montana Territory surged to life with a bang. Miners—traditionally considered a hardworking, hard-drinking lot—flooded into the area. And in no time at all the accompanying offshoots of saloons, dance halls, gambling parlors, and brothels sprung up—all with the intent of separating the miner from his gold in one way or another.

Most citizens at the time carried weapons and weren’t afraid to use them. Whiskey-fueled violence came with the territory, arising from disputes for a variety of reasons—some trifling, some serious. In regrettable circumstances, it was the innocent who bore the brunt of this behavior, but often history remains unclear as exactly where to affix blame. Robberies took place with masked men holding up stages transporting fabulous amounts of gold, but the law didn’t always prove impartial or trustworthy. Neither did the politics.

Danger could come from many different directions, but placing all of that aside in the quest for gold, people proved willing to take their chances. Because of the amount of mineral riches extracted from the Montana ground (and hence the moniker the Treasure State), pricing was very different in Montana and the West than it was throughout the rest of the country.

For context, the following price valuation chart compares the historic value of a dollar to the 2022 Consumer Price Index (CPI)3:



	
Year


	
Value of $1

based on 2022 CPI





	
1860


	
$35.91





	
1862


	
$29.51





	
1865


	
$18.28





	
1870


	
$22.75





	
1875


	
$27.09





	
1880


	
$29.22





	
1885


	
$30.72





	
1890


	
$32.75





	
1895


	
$35.48





	
1900


	
$35.48





	
1905


	
$33.86





	
1910


	
$31.37






A shot of rot-gut whiskey that cost twenty-five cents in 1862 would have cost $7.38 in 2022. An encounter with a “frail sister” from a parlor house might cost $15 in 1870, which translates into $341.25. A dress costing $50 in 1900 would cost $1,774 today. Food was scarce, and prices were high—so high in fact that one hundred pounds of flour in Virginia City reportedly cost $110 in 1862. That is the equivalent of $3,246.10 in 2022.

By 1880, the population increased to 39,159, growing to 132,159 in 1890. By 1900 the population was 234,329 as “civilization” took hold, and some of the earlier raucous behavior fell by the wayside.

Where do the “Bad Old Days” come in, and why are Montanans so inordinately proud of them? Because every gunfight, every tall tale, every strike-it-rich story adds to the tapestry of the state. For all the honest hardworking people who raised their families and built schools and churches, it is the improbable tales, horrible storms, vigilante justice, soiled doves, and stolen horses—and the response to such challenges—that makes Montana’s history stand out as unique, even in the western American frontier. Traces of the past can be found at every turn if they are sought. Suffice to say, Montana was fought over and built by people who took their chances and didn’t back down in the face of adversity, whether it be by climate, man, or fortune.














Chapter 1 


Montana in the Rough Beginning

1803–1847

When Napoleon sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States in 1803, the magnitude of land covered was immense, vaguely defined, and absolutely not understood. Consisting of the western half of the Mississippi River’s basin, the geography presented an uncharted and great unknown. The newly acquired region stretching west from the Mississippi River and east of the Rocky Mountains would include most of what would later become the state of Montana. In those early days of 1803 and 1804, the territory acquired in the Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the United States. While a handful of English, French, and Americans had already forged inroads into the region for trapping, the French and the English possessed the upper hand as far as commerce was concerned. Americans had explored along the eastern edges of the former French possession, but settlement crept west slowly. The interior of the Louisiana Territory remained the domain of the Native Americans (or First Peoples) who had inhabited the land for centuries.

Forward-thinking President Thomas Jefferson, with an eye toward expansion, acted as a keen proponent of western settlement. His interest proved both political and practical. Politically, expansion existed as an imperative and desirable goal. Holding to the basic premise that the larger the country, the more power it wielded provided incentive enough. Furthermore, any acquisition of lands that removed territory from potential rival countries created a form of defensive security. It is understandable, with the years of the American Revolution only recently behind them, that the young country felt the need to protect itself against foreign interests and unwanted seizure or colonization. France, a traditional enemy of England, and Spain each had their own colonial aspirations. Jefferson concluded that should war break out between any of those countries, the fledgling United States needed to be prepared to somehow seize the territory west of the Mississippi.

As a practical matter, by the year 1803, the Americans had already started their westward trek and settled upon lands west of that mighty river without any formal directive. Jefferson figured, war or no war, that westward expansion and settlement would continue unabated. What he did not figure on was the slave revolt in Haiti, and Napoleon’s dawning realization that a French empire in the Americas might be doomed to failure. The American ambassador to France, Robert R. Livingston, along with James Monroe, were directed at Jefferson’s request to purchase New Orleans and the Floridas (at the time Florida was split into an east and west segment). This diplomatic party was authorized to offer $10 million for the land surrounding the strategically important port of New Orleans and the area often referred to as West Florida at the time. When the envoy arrived in Paris, the French did them one better. The French foreign minister offered to sell all of the Louisiana territory on April 11, 1803. On April 30, 1803, the Louisiana Purchase Treaty was signed for the bargain price of $15 million or four cents per acre, but that acreage was as yet unknown. As an aside, the Floridas were not acquired with the sale for the simple fact that they belonged to Spain and not to France.

Regardless, under Jefferson’s direction, exploration of the new territory was on.

At its heart, the Lewis and Clark expedition was a quest for the Northwest Passage, keeping the fur trade foremost in mind. Europe had developed an insatiable desire for beaver pelts as the latest word in style. Beyond hunting beaver, the Lewis and Clark expedition was a multifaceted endeavor; one mandate of the mission was to scout out the area for commerce and to prepare Native Americans for the upcoming arrival of American traders. Another instruction required a scientific journey, where the explorers were directed to take detailed notes and observations regarding the geography, flora and fauna, the indigenous inhabitants (man and mammal), and the climate. Equally, if perhaps not slightly more pressing, the explorers were instructed to monitor any Canadian intrusions into the fledgling territory. Canada, a full member of the British Empire, was therefore considered an enemy by extension.

Whether referred to as the Lewis and Clark expedition or the Corps of Discovery expedition, a significant portion of their travels and recorded encounters provide context for Montana’s later history.

Meriwether Lewis, Jefferson’s private secretary, was twenty-nine years old in 1803. While there might have been other men better qualified to act as Jefferson’s secretary, Lewis was an excellent fit to lead an expedition. He had fought in the militia during the Whiskey Rebellion, and afterwards had transferred into the regular army. There he met William Clark, the man who would act as his co-commander in the exploration. Clark, at age thirty-three, was the younger brother of George Rogers Clark, the heroic Revolutionary War commander and frontiersman. Together, Lewis and Clark made a formidable team. Clark had more experience with Native Americans, and Lewis acted in the role of recorder and diplomat. Lewis, the more literary of the two, also recorded their findings and all scientific matters. Clark managed most of the logistics including mapping, handling the keel boats, and later the canoes and pirogues. As an added bonus, he turned out to be a talented makeshift doctor. Both men were called “captain,” although Clark never received his promised captain’s commission. As such he remained, technically, a second lieutenant throughout the expedition. That technicality was not recognized by any of the men in the party, who recognized both leaders as having the same standing. The expedition was a daunting endeavor. Part of the success of the Lewis and Clark expedition was how well both leaders complemented one another and almost always agreed both in public and in private. The educated Lewis was the perfect counterpart to the frontiersman Clark, who reportedly demonstrated greater sympathy and patience with the Indigenous people and was viewed as the better negotiator in such uncharted circumstances.1

The expedition set out from St. Louis, Missouri, in mid-May 1804. By October of that year, the party had tested themselves by navigating the Missouri River and managing their encounters with the Arikaras and the Teton Sioux. They traveled upriver far enough to reach the Mandan Villages located north of present-day Bismarck, North Dakota, and sixteen hundred miles upriver from their starting point. The expedition wintered at that location. The band of explorers consisted of twenty-three enlisted men and one slave named York, who was the property of Captain Clark.2 This band was further divided into three groups led by three sergeants: John Ordway, Patrick Gass, and Nathaniel Pryor. Among the enlisted men were Toussaint Charbonneau and his purchased wife, Sacajawea, a Shoshoni woman who had been kidnapped by the Hidatsa four years earlier. Charbonneau had already traveled widely along the Upper Missouri River, and although Lewis would later call him “a man of no particular merit,”3 he did speak several Indigenous languages. In addition to these men were two French rivermen and George Douillard, a half Shawnee half French frontiersman who would act as an interpreter.

On April 25 the expedition camped along the Yellowstone River, and from there proceeded to the present-day border of Montana, near the mouth of the Musselshell, where it began to snow. On June 2, the party encountered what would come to be known as the Marias River, a run-off swollen waterway of great size that might have easily been mistaken for the main branch of the Missouri. Later named for Lewis’s cousin, Maria Wood, this encounter presented a crucial decision point. There were several forks to the river, and the men spent days examining and exploring each branch to determine the correct passage to the “great falls” described by the Hidatsa. The party’s decision proved correct when they arrived at such falls on the Missouri River on June 13, 1805. There they discovered it was not just one waterfall they had to circumnavigate but five. By this time, several members of the expedition had fallen ill, including Sacajawea. The corps would spend one month figuring out how to portage their canoes and equipment the eighteen miles around the formidable barrier. All equipment and supplies had to either be stashed, carried by hand, or transported on makeshift wagons to circumvent the falls. This remarkable feat was fittingly accomplished on Independence Day.


July 4th, Thursday 1805—Towards evening Our officers gave the party the last of the ardent Spirit that we had (excepting a little that they reserved for sickness). . . . We amused ourselves with frolicking, dancing & ca. [sic] until 9 o’clock P. M. [sic] in honor of the day. In the Evening we had a slight shower of Rain, but it soon cleared away, & we had fine weather.4



On July 25, 1805, an exhausted Clark and his party reached the Three Forks of the Missouri—the headwater. Lewis’s band rejoined them two days later. Naming the three rivers Jefferson, Madison, and Gallatin (then secretary of the treasury), the men headed southwest up the Jefferson River, pulling their canoes while Lewis hurried on ahead, seeking the elusive Shoshoni. They crossed the Continental Divide on August 12 at the Lemhi Pass and traveled downhill where they finally encountered a band of Shoshoni. For their part, the Shoshoni weren’t inclined to be trusting of the strangers, wary despite Lewis’s goodwill offering of guns.

However, when Clark arrived with his party, which included Sacajawea, the tenor of the meeting changed dramatically. Cameahwait, the chief of the band, was astounded when he and Sacajawea recognized each other. Reunited brother and sister (or perhaps cousins), the expedition was able to trade out weary horses due to this chance encounter. From the Shoshoni, the expedition learned that the path they sought to the Oregon Territory along the Salmon River Country was impassible. The expedition was then guided by an old Shoshoni named Pi-kee queen-ah, but called an Anglicized “Old Toby,” into the Bitterroot Valley.

The expedition proceeded over the Lolo Trail—a difficult endeavor in the autumn months. Game proved scarce and the party suffered from hunger. By late September, they dropped into what would later become Idaho and the Clearwater Valley, where friendly Nez Perce provided assistance. The men of the expedition requested their help in constructing boats or canoes, and the tribe kept their horses for them that winter, as the men carried on the expedition down to the sea. They traveled down the Clearwater River, to the Snake, down the Columbia River, and reached their main destination on November 7, 1805.

Near the mouth of the Columbia River, the expedition established an encampment called Fort Clatsop, so named after a local tribe. That winter, by all accounts, proved long and dreary. The men hunted and socialized with the local tribes to pass the time. As would prove so often the case, venereal disease became a problem from these interactions labeled as “socialization.”

On March 15, 1806, Lewis wrote:

We were visited this afternoon by Delashelwilt, a Chinook Chief, his wife and six women of his nation which the old baud his wife had brought for market. This was the same party that had communicated the venerial [sic] to so many of our party in November last, and of which they have finally recovered. I therefore gave the men a particular charge with rispect [sic] to them which they promised me to observe.5



With the arrival of spring, the Discovery Corps expedition traveled back up the Columbia starting out on the fabulously early seasonal date of March 15, 1806. Upon trading for enough horses, they abandoned their canoes and traveled on horseback back to the Nez Perce where they retrieved their own mounts that had been cared for over the winter months. Of course, snow remained deep on the Bitterroot Mountains, and as a result, their trip over the Lolo Pass was delayed until late June when the mountains cleared. When the route became traversable, and with the assistance of two Nez Perce guides, the expedition crossed over the pass and down into an area they christened “Travelers’ Rest.” At Travelers’ Rest, the men divided into two groups: one led by Clark and the other by Lewis.

Clark’s party, accompanied by Sacajawea, met no serious problems other than getting their horses stolen, which was serious enough. On July 15 along the banks of the Yellowstone River, while the men were constructing dugout canoes, a band of Crow stole half of their herd. Clark proceeded downriver with all his party but three, leaving Sergeant Pryor and two men to drive the remaining horses to the Mandan Villages. An embarrassed Sergeant Pryor met up with Clark’s main party a few days later on the Missouri River, arriving in hastily constructed skin boats. Much to Pryor’s chagrin, the remaining horses under his watch had also been pilfered by the Crow—living up to their reputation as the most skilled horse thieves on the plains. The other side of the coin might have been that Sergeant Pryor and his men were negligent guardsmen, but of course, that was not the recorded version offered at the time.

Loss of horses and embarrassment aside, Lewis’s band encountered more serious difficulties. Although his party reached the Great Falls a rapid one week after leaving Travelers’ Rest, the trek did not ultimately fare well, despite fast travel and auspicious signs. Taking advantage of their rapid travels (which had taken fifty-eight days on the way out), Lewis took Drouillard to explore the Marias River. The pair made it to the Cut Banks fork, but their “clock” broke, making it impossible for them to determine their exact location. They also encountered a band of Blackfeet, and Lewis agreed to set up camp with them despite having received warnings from the Nez Perce and the Flatheads as to their hostility. In a dangerous and uncustomary lapse of judgment, Lewis told the Blackfeet about bringing arms to their traditional enemies, basically throwing the small party of men square into the status of potential enemies. During that same night, the Blackfeet attempted to seize the explorer’s weapons. In the ensuing struggle, Reuben Field knifed and killed one Blackfeet while Lewis shot another dead. The Blackfeet fled, and so did Lewis and his men. It is said that Lewis’s party covered an amazing one hundred miles by daylight, when they reached the Missouri River in time to meet the Ordway-Gass party coming downstream from Great Falls.

Apart from the struggle with the Blackfeet and the fact that Lewis got shot in the thigh while hunting, the entire expedition basically came off without incident. The Discovery Corps initiated friendly relations between the Americans and some of the native nations, mapped out an impressive swath of country, laid rest to the notion of the fabled Northwest Passage, and received a hero’s welcome upon their return to St. Louis on September 23, 1806. Perhaps more important, in a commercial sense, the expedition challenged the British-Canadian supremacy in the northern regions, declaring the valuable Columbia Valley an American territory. Beyond that, Lewis and Clark spoke with enthusiasm about one valuable commodity—fur. And a few notable members of the expeditionary forces would return to that same region to become some of the most famous (or infamous) fur traders and mountain men in the West.

A new chapter in American history opened, wide and free.


THE TRADING POSTS AND FORTS

On Lewis and Clark’s expedition back to St. Louis between August 3 and August 20 of 1806, it is recorded that they encountered eleven separate bands of fur trappers headed up the Missouri River. One of the most elusive and individualistic of American breeds, mountain men (or fur trappers) seldom kept records of their exploits or day-to-day experiences. As such, their individual histories prove scant and largely unverifiable. However, commercial enterprises were much better at keeping accounts, which at least offer a glimpse into the ruggedness and flexibility required to survive out in the wilderness. The fur trading companies established outposts, which at the time were often referred to as forts. Little more than four walls and a roof in many cases, these so-called forts were frequently short-lived, staying in business for only a season or two. But those trading posts, trading with either the independent trappers or “company men,” opened up commerce in the vast and dangerous wilderness.

Fortunes were waiting to be made by the trapping and peddling of pelts.

As early as 1670, the English Crown chartered the Hudson Bay Company whose original purpose was to seek the elusive Northwest Passage to the Pacific, to settle lands in said region, and to conduct as profitable a trade as was available in that territory. In effect, with the creation of the Hudson Bay Company, the race to exploit the Northwest’s riches was on. The Hudson Bay Company (HBC) was the only such commercial enterprise until 1783, when the North West Company was founded. Established in Montreal after the “Fall of Canada” in 1759 by a group of Scots businessmen, its early history was complicated and convoluted. In short, a notable number of Highlanders and other emigrants from Great Britain settled in the Montreal area and quickly took over what had been previously the French fur trade. Often referred to as “peddlers”—a derisive term coined by Hudson Bay employees—the North West Company comprised a group of individuals who pooled their resources to effectively reduce competition among themselves. Beyond that, the North West Company’s purpose was also to resist the inland incursions of the HBC. This new upstart took advantage of the existing French infrastructure and hired large numbers of coureurs du bois and voyageurs as well as taking over the former French fur trading posts in western Canada and northern Ontario. Throughout the late 1760s and into the early 1770s, traders from Montreal and St. Louis, Missouri, absorbed most of the trade west of the Appalachians and east of the Mississippi. The Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783, effectively creating the current border between Canada and the United States, a divide that gave the Americans access to prime fur-trapping country within the nation’s borders.6 It must be admitted, however, that it took a while for the Americans to gain a true foothold in the fur trading business.

But back to Montana and its wealth of beaver-trapping areas.

In 1804, Charles McKenzie and Francois Antoine Larocque were sent by the North West Company to trade with the Mandan along the Upper Missouri River. Upon their arrival, they discovered four Hudson Bay men established, so they wintered with the nearby Gros Ventres. During this winter, the two men came in close contact with the Lewis and Clark expedition.7 In 1805, a second North West Company expedition traversed southeastern Montana and reported great quantities of beaver in the Yellowstone River area. These discoveries, however, were not explored further or capitalized upon at that time, likely due to the distances involved.

Meanwhile, John Jacob Astor founded the American Fur Company in the eastern United States. The territory that would become Montana was approached from traders and trappers coming from all directions: Hudson Bay Company and the North West Company pressed down from the north, the American Fur Company trappers came from the east, and immediately following Lewis and Clark’s successful return, Spaniard Manuel Lisa established the Missouri Fur Company, which came up from the south.

Manuel Lisa would prove to be one of the more successful traders who made incursions into the territory that would become Montana. Together with his two partners, William Morrison and Pierre Minard, both from Illinois, Lisa also engaged the services of two veterans of the Lewis and Clark expedition: George Drouillard as interpreter and the legendary John Colter. John Colter had explored the Yellowstone region and perhaps the Absaroka Mountains on his own after the year 1806. In 1807, Lisa founded the first fur trading post in Montana but the second for him personally. Manuel Lisa’s first post was located in present-day North Dakota. This Montana establishment provided the model that would soon be followed by others throughout the area. Lisa’s post was called by a variety of names, including Fort Manuel, Manuel’s Fort, Fort Remon (named for his son), Fort Raymond (the Americanized variation), Fort Manual Lisa, and Lisa’s Fort. Completed in November 1807, it was located at the juncture of the Yellowstone and Big Horn Rivers.8 He went on to establish other forts both in North Dakota and Nebraska. All of Lisa’s forts had similar variations of the names listed above.

Fur trapping and trading was big business in the fledgling frontier economy. The various fur trading companies established their forts and outposts in advantageous locations scattered throughout the former Louisiana Territory. These forts formed the bases of their operations, and such establishments signaled the individual company’s dominance over a specific territory. Beyond “staking a claim,” these forts were often little more than trading posts. And Montana had many such outposts. Categorized by company, year, and outcome, the following grouping provides a snapshot of how business progressed, competing interests, what the outcome of their tenure produced, and highlights the consolidation of the more robust entities, which often lasted into the Plains War years, and occasionally beyond.9


Missouri Fur Trading Company (American)

Fort Raymond (1807–1811) near Hysham/Bighorn. The first fort/outpost established by Manuel Lisa, it was also called Fort Remon in honor of Lisa’s son. This important post is credited with being the first permanent settlement in Montana. Because of Lisa’s obvious friendship with the Crow, this fort was attacked by Blackfeet in either 1810 or 1811. The Blackfeet were traditional enemies of the Crow, provoking such actions.

Three Forks Post (1810) at Three Forks. Alternately referred to as Fort Henry, the fort was built by thirty-two men, including John Colter, Andrew Henry, George Drouillard, and Pierre Menard. The post was abandoned two months after establishment due to Blackfeet hostility. Five trappers were killed by the Blackfeet on April 12, 1810. Eight trappers in total were killed before the post was abandoned, including noted trappers George Drouillard and John Potts.10 

Fort Benton (1821–1823) on the Yellowstone River near Bighorn. The fort was constructed in the fall of 1821 by Joshua Pitcher and located near Hysham and either nearby or atop of the earlier site of Fort Manuel Lisa. The Missouri Fur Trading company reportedly had about three hundred men in this vicinity. That first year they gathered $25,000 in pelts. Lured by the attractive trapping on Blackfeet land, Jones and Immel led a sizable party to the Jefferson River at the Missouri headwaters. There, in mid-May 1823, they encountered a band of seemingly friendly Blackfeet. Actually, the friendship displayed proved cunning. The Blackfeet secretly raised a large war party and trailed the Americans into Crow territory. Outside of present-day Billings, they ambushed the trappers as they descended through the rim-rocks. Jones and Immel, along with five of the company men, lost their lives. Pelts valued at $15,000 were captured.11 



American Fur Trading Company (American)

Major Alexander Culbertson, head of the American Fur Trading Company, had a wife who was of the Blackfeet Nation named Natawista, or Medicine Snake Woman. Their union facilitated relations with the Blackfeet, as Natawista assisted in negotiations and interpretations.12

Fort Piegan (1831–1832) Loma. Established in October 1831, this outpost is credited with being the first successful venture among the Blackfeet. At the time, it consisted of three log buildings surrounded by a 25-foot palisade (wooden stockade wall). It was abandoned in 1832. 

Fort Cass (1832–1835) two miles east of present-day Custer. Built by Samuel Tullock. This 130-foot-square cottonwood fort included two blockhouses (defensive structures with loopholes for firing). It was also known as Samuel Tulloch’s Fort. 

[image: ]
Fort Benton


Library of Congress

Fort McKenzie (1832–1844) near Loma. Built on the north bank of the Missouri River, fourteen miles upriver from Fort Benton, this post is also referred to as the second Fort Piegan. Operated by David Mitchell, it was located about six miles above the mouth of the Marias River and was constructed as a 1,420-foot quadrangular stockade. It was abandoned in 1844 and burned by the company, resulting in the nickname Fort Brulee, which translates to “burned fort.” At some point (perhaps August 28, 183313) a band of Piegan (Blackfeet) traders were killed outside the fort by a reported six thousand Assiniboine and Cree before the Americans could open the gate. This renewed the hostilities between the Blackfeet and the Americans. Another episode occurred in 1843 when two trappers named F. A. Chardon and Alexander Harvey sought revenge because they believed members of the Blackfeet tribe had killed Chardon’s slave, whose name has been lost to history. In retaliation, the trappers used a concealed cannon, which they fired at a band of Blackfeet, killing twenty-one and wounding others. To make matters worse, the trappers killed the wounded and scalped the bodies. The fort was abandoned in 1844 due to fear of reprisals. Indeed, the Blackfeet burned the remaining structures to the ground thereafter.14 

Fort Jackson (1833–1834) near Park Grove. Established December 1833 by Frances Chardon, it was abandoned the following year. 

Fort Assiniboine (1834–1836) near Poplar. Its exact location is unknown, simply noted as being on the Montana/North Dakota border, north of Fort Union. This is where the steamer Assiniboine ran aground and was forced to remain for the winter. Reportedly the post sprang up around the stranded ship as a result. 

Fort Van Buren (1835–1842) near Cartersville and east of Forsyth, along the Rosebud. Built by Samuel Tullock to replace Fort Cass, this fort was abandoned and burned by Charles Larpenteur in 1842 when the American Fur Trading Company declared bankruptcy and went out of business. 

Fort F. A. Chardon (1844–1845) near Everson. Built by Frances Chardon and Alexander Harvey, the fort was abandoned by Major Alexander Culbertson, the head of the American Fur Trading Company, in 1845. 

Fort Lewis (1846–1847) originally established eighteen miles northeast of Fort Benton. Also known as Fort of the Blackfeet, it was dismantled and reassembled at the site of Fort Benton due to Blackfeet request. This was accomplished by floating the logs downriver. 

Fort Benton (1847–1881) originally built as Fort Clay. It was located on the Missouri River and built for the Blackfeet trade. This fort played an important and ongoing role in Montana’s history. 



Harvey Primeau and Company

Fort Campbell (1845–1860) near Fort Benton. This opposition trading post (opposition to the American Fur Trading Company) was built by Alexander Harvey. It was located where Fort Benton’s adobe structures now stand.




Union Fur Company

Fort Cotton or Fort Cotton Bottoms (late 1842, or early 1843; abandoned 1844). Little is known about this fort located ten miles southwest of Fort Benton. Some sources credit the American Fur Company with establishing this post.



North West Company (Canadian)

Kootenai Post (1808) Rexford. Built by David Thompson, a former Hudson Bay employee and noted geographer and surveyor. It was a short-lived post.

Kootenai Post (1808–1809) Libby. Originally built by Finan McDonald, David Thompson’s lieutenant. Later the post was relocated three miles upstream. Established profitable and friendly trade with the Kutenai and Salish tribes. 

Saleesh House (1809–1810, 1811–1813) Thompson Falls. Built by David Thompson whose legacy had a firm foothold in the region and who left an amazingly accurate mapping of the Missoula area and surrounding countryside. It is believed Thompson left that post in 1811, after which a group of Kootenai took up residence. The Kootenai were attacked by a group of Piegans. Jon McTavish had the post rebuilt and reopened in December 1811. 

Kootenai Post (1811–1812) Jennings. It was located along the Fisher River in the present-day town of Jennings. 

Kootenai Post (1821–1824, 1829–unknown) near Libby. Located above the Kootenai Falls, the post was taken over by the Hudson Bay Company shortly after construction. 



Hudson Bay Company (British)

Fort Joseph Howes / Howes House (1810–1811) Flathead Valley, exact location unknown. It was built by Joseph Howes.

Flathead Post (1823–1847) Eddy. Established by Alexander Ross, and possibly moved several times. Some sources list this installation as a North West Company post. In 1846 it was moved to Charlo and renamed Post Connah.15 

Kootenai Post (1846–1860) Rexford. Also called Fort Kootenai and Linklater’s Post (after 1852). After the 49th Parallel was surveyed, the post moved into Canada and later was replaced by Fort Steele, British Columbia.16 

Flathead Post / Fort Connah (1846–1872) St. Ignatius, six miles south of Ronan. The last Hudson Bay outpost constructed in the United States. Started by David Thompson and known as Salish House, it was constructed by Neil McArthur and Angus McDonald in 1847. This is the last of HBC’s major posts and was the company’s primary post in Montana.17 



Pacific Fur Company

Flathead Post (1812–1813) Noxon. Built by Alexander Ross and transferred to the North West Company in November 1813 before closing.

‌‌The “opening” of the western United States was widely influenced by fur companies in their quest for riches. The government, although interested in the commercial endeavors, was far more concerned with competing national interests, otherwise known as politics. The western expansion fostered advancements in trading practices with the Native Americans while establishing supply networks. While the ins and outs of the individual fur companies’ histories and motivations reflect complex aims and aspirations, the individual companies reflected the nationalist and economic factors at play. Lured by the temptation of fortunes to be made, the fur companies invested considerable time and energy (not to mention money) promoting and funding their remote outposts, many of which were located in what would become the Montana Territory. Those outposts/trading posts inserted a rough organization in the wilderness. Those outposts or forts established tenuous settlements where the adventurous and hardy might try their luck at commerce and survival. 

Competition characterized the race to dominate the region. Britain, France, and the relatively young United States each vied for supremacy. In direct competition with each other, companies closely tied to nationalistic interests each sought to locate and establish operations in the most profitable locations possible. Conflicts ensued. In the case of the territory that would become Montana, John Astor’s American Fur Trading Company proved the emergent force. Second in prominence in the region was the North West Company, followed by the Hudson Bay Company, whose territory covered part of what is now the western reaches of Montana. As the name clearly states, John Astor’s American Fur Trading Company was an American pursuit, the North West Company was Canadian, and the Hudson Bay Company was English.

Each of the three prominent companies carried and demonstrated vested national interests coupled with their trading ventures. In 1846, the HBC and the American Fur Company signed a treaty that essentially agreed each enterprise would stay out of the other’s territory.18 It is impossible to know how closely that agreement was followed by the men in their pursuit of beaver.

What few might have realized in the first half of the nineteenth century was that the days of the beaver were numbered. What they also didn’t know was that there were other riches to harvest and other fortunes to be made. But for a brief golden age, the mountain men embodied the yearnings of a young American nation as they reaped their reward in the wilderness.
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