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Evaluating the Land:
Evolving Perceptions of Landscape
in Gallatin Valley Settlement

Introduction

beople have viewed the environment and

through a cross section of time. The

g which the region was settled is explored for its impact on

pres of the landscape. The choices people made about
her f e to their houses reveals much about their
perceptions and attitudes land. What people thought about its

potential and its threats are reflected not only in their journals, but
]

have made in the form of buildings,

of sources are used here as ways of evaluating how

the Gallatin Valley over time.

be variously interpr i. By

Y 1t i different measures, however, we can begin to get a
I iable people actually viewed the landscape in
y C -le. Diaries and journals have been used as
sources i ch of individual experiences, and directly reflect

individual perception. Field notes from the original surveys (beginning

jion have provided general impressions and evaluations

or 30 years later

1ent retracement surveys of

soils evaluations which reflect changing perceptions. Land

townships have provided a means of




land ove 1ers n andscape. Another order of

by a closer look at

amini ng the posit

ex

of the building site upon the

rmer us and perceptions. At a

i led 1¢ of analysis, one homestead farm site is examined in its
rowtt i over time. An interview process is introduced in
brder to evaluate the perceptions of current and former occupants of the

farm setting. The current farm site has been mapped, and former

0

ite reconstructed from family stories related in

Setting

The ph

ical setting of the Gallatin is typical of southwest

the east side of the continental divide. It is a broad valley
framed by mountain ranges. The topography varies from river bottom lands

with occasional bluffs

, and broad, gently rising expanses, to drier

bench lands and foothills (figure 1). Annual precipitation measures

about 1 i in Three Forks area, and about 18 inches in the Bozeman
irea. A f 1l river drainages are fairly evenly distributed

primarily from mountain ranges which rim
the valley. The major drainages being the

s and the Madison River. The Jefferson,

converge in the Three Forks area to form the

n 4000 to 5000 feet,
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and rises steeply in the foothills to peaks of over 9,000 feet.

Early Euro-American Perceptions

Lewis and Clark's journals provide some of the earliest recorded
perceptions of the valley including the Three Forks area, where they
camped. Their passage is particularly significant because it placed the
valley within the larger context of the Missouri River drainage, because
the region was mapped for the first time, and because of the Euro-
American names given to the rivers and valley, which have remained. One
of the primary concerns of this exploration party was the navigability
of rivers, in the search for a Northwest Passage. As a result, the
record of their experiences in the valley deals largely with
navigability of the Jefferson, Madison, and Gallatin Rivers (Thwaites,
1964). Lewis remarks on his perception of fertile soils at the river
bottom lands:

Mountains again recede from the river and the valley again widens

to the extent of several miles with wide and fertile bottom lands

covered with grass and in many places a fine terf of greenswoard.
the high lands are thin meagre soil covered with dry low sedge and

a species of grass...(Thwaites, 1964, p. 2).

He also evaluated the Three Forks area with a view to establishing
settlement, and was concerned with the quality of resources for building
and agriculture:

These streams...their waters perfectly transparent. There is

timber enough here to support an establishment, provided it be

erected with brick or stone either of which would be much cheaper
than wood as all the materials for such a work are immediately at
the spot. I observe large quantities of the sand rush in these
bottoms which grow in many places as high as a man's breast and
stand as thick as stalks of wheat usually do. this affords one of
the best winter pastures on earth for horses or cows...the grass
is also luxouriant and would afford a fine swath of hay at this

time in parsels of many acres together. (Thwaites, 1964, p. 6, 7)

Overview of Settlement in the Valley

Although fur trappers had known the region long before, the first

significant Euro-American settlement of the Gallatin Valley was prompted




by the 1862 gold rush in the region, and the sudden demand this created
for agricultural produce. The valley must have appeared to settlers to
be well suited for the development of farming and stock raising. The
western end in particular -- the Willow Creek and Gallatin City areas --
had the advantage of proximity to the earliest and easiest
transportation routes from the mines. This area was only about sixty
miles from the mining region of Virginia City, and was connected by a
wagon road which ran between Helena to the north, and Sterling to the
southwest, facilitating delivery of hay and other products to the mining

(Karsmizki & Brownell, 1983).

More importantly, the Missouri headwaters area attracted
settlement because rivers were still considered the primary
transportation routes just as Lewis and Clark had seen them. People
perceived the rivers in terms of their navigability for freight. In 1862
the most widely used route into the Gallatin Valley from the East was by
the Missouri River to Fort Benton, and then overland more than 200
miles. This aspect of accessibility for freighted goods made the
northwestern end of the valley at first a more attractive potential than
the eastern reaches for farming.

Development of the eastern end of the valley was spurred very soon
afterward in 1864, with the establishment of the Bozeman Trail through
the Bridger Range, which provided a far more direct, though treacherous
overland connection from the Oregon Trail. Settlement was bolstered due
to the early presence of Fort Ellis (established in 1867) in the Bozeman
area. Early accounts of ranchers in the valley itself indicate a
peaceful and tolerant relationship between white and Indian populations

(Spray, 1937). Military presence, however, appears to have increased the
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perceived viability of the Bozeman Trail in particular, further east
where it was considered subject to frequent attack.

These overall patterns suggest that early settlement was guided by
the desire to raise agricultural produce profitably. Settlers desired
access and proximity to established transportation routes for their
freight, and they sought some sense of community in a setting which

med to them isolated.

By looking at Land Status and Use Record maps and Control Document
Indexes (CDI) we can reconstruct the order in which federal land was
claimed and settled. Karsmizki and Brownell (1983) reconstructed the
entire valley settlement process in ten year intervals, from 1870 to
1910 (figure 2). This illustration reveals an initial tendency to
cluster settlement fairly closely together in the bottom lands of rivers
and secondary streams. While it is most likely that farmstead location
was based in large part on the availability of running water, there may
have been other reasons that reinforced a desire to settle at the major
river bottoms, such as the availability of timber for shelter and fuel,

or comfort and familiarity with the riverine environment.

The configuration of these early lowland claims tended to be
uneven in shape, rather than the later claims which were clear
quarter sections. This reflected the tendency of settlers to
respond to the character of the topographic, geographic, and
vegetative characteristics of their surroundings. The earliest
ims were made by preemption, and were settled long before the
survey imposed its rigid, abstract geometry on the territory. As
preemption claims were made final after the completion of the
survey, an irregularly shaped land claim had to be approximated
into a legal boundary which adhered to the section lines of the
survey, or regqular subdivisions of them. The resulting claim was a
guarter section comprised of a conglomeration of sixteenths.
(0'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996)

Settlers began to claim slightly higher land as the river edges
were taken-up, or perhaps in places where experience revealed flood

plains. The development of irrigation ditches to carry water to dryer
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In the decade 1890
onto the higher

became widely promoted and recognized,
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Analysis

benches

'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996

of the higher ground. In

1 & Karsmizki, 1996) As the Northern Pacific
in 1883, the entire East side of the valley,
i eman areas began to fill, in an even

ts that people already understood

on faith ir

went

railroad's promotional

to new access to markets.
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ent of labor involved in establishing

the railroad, of course,

this effort seem more worthwhile.

for grain,

making

to 1900 settlement and farming spread increasingly
(figure 2). As dry land farming technology
more broad settlement of high

such as be Gallatin and the

of Three Townships

Three townships of (36 sections each) have been singled-out for

closer analysis: Willow Creek (TINRLIE -- near Three Forks on the

Jefferson River)
an open expanse of

west o

=Y

the

bench land nestled

consisting of river bottom land and dry bench land in

the valley, Springhill (T1NRSE -- the agricultural
community of Springhill) consisting of a very gradual

at the foot of the Bridger Range with many creeks,




and Bridger Creek (T1SR6E -- immediately north of Bozeman at the head of

ting of some river bottom land, some dry

the East Gallatin River)
rolling bench land, and a large quantity of steep, mountainous terrain.

They we

‘e selected based on their significance during different phases

-lement, on the range of terrain characteristics they represent,

willow Creek
The Willow Creek township (TINR1E) marks the point of origin for

the 1868 General Land Survey in Montana. It was not only a

ntageous starting point, but as mentioned above,

ricultural settlement had already begun there, and the federal
government wanted the survey to precede settlement as much as possible.

The surveyor's map of 1868 (figure 3) reveals the established
Helena-Sterling road, and a number of houses and fences, some of which
may have been in place since 1864. These early established claims fall
into a pattern in keeping with Lewis and Clark's perceptions of the same
region. Looking at this early pattern in relation to a topographical
rendering of the township (figure 4), settlement and fence lines are
located in the river bottoms generally, and in some major creek

drainages. The bottom land seems to have indicated to them greater

)

ertility of soils, and therefore greater potential productivity.
Settlers were also interested in proximity to major fresh running
i water sources, and to the road or the river as transportation routes for
freight. Although I have found no documentation of the Gallatin Valley
rivers being used for transport of goods, people may never-the-less have
held a perception that such an infrastructure would develop in the area.

By 1918 the last homestead patent in the Willow Creek township was
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Figure 3. Willow Creek township (TLNR1E). Surveyor's map 1868.
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Figure 4. Willow Creek township.

Settlement observed by surveyors, 1868.




proved-up. The pattern of all homestead settlement in the area over a

f fifty years (figure 5) seems to have followed somes

typology established by 1868 in the first 4 years of settlement. The

major difference is the lack of development along the original Helena-

at a recent map of settlement marking individual

ather than land claims, (figure 6) reveals an

buildings and r

The Northern Pacific Railroad opening in 1883 (and in 1909 the

Milwaukee line) passed directly through the township, following the even

certainly caused a shift in wagon roads that connected people to the

Forks, and Gallatin City. The major road

/
through the area in 1987 runs along side the rail line (USGS 1987), and
this may have happened at the time of the rail construction over 100

years earlier. Other roads in the township have shifted in the

temporary map to a pattern which almost entirely disregards the
topography, and follows the orthogonal grid of section lines, and the
resulting parallel and perpendicular property lines. The construction of
fences on the open range by the 1890s undoubtedly played a dominant role

in cementing the position of roads along these orthogonal property

The new configuration of roads also influenced the placement of
later buildings, which began to shift away from the river itself, and
began to be organized linearly along major roads, and around the town
site. A general shift away from the river may also have been prompted by
the occurrence of 50 or 100 year floods. Lewis and Clark noted

repeatedly that they saw no evidence of inundation (Thwaites, 1964), and

12
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Figure 5. Willow Creek township. All homestead settlement by 1918.




Figure 6. Willow Creek township. 1987 buildings and roads compared with
topography. (USGS maps, 1987)




this may have been true for the period preceding their exploration, and
efore the arrival of settlers 60 years later. More recent consolidation

of 160 acre claims into larger land holdings may have expedited the

ttlement.

Springhill
The 1868 surveyor's map of the Springhill township (T1NRSE -

7) illustrates the rapidity with which the eastern end of the

valley was developing once Fort Ellis (1867) was clearly established to
protect the Bozeman Trail. The earliest sites were first settled,

1864 -- the same year as in Willow Creek. A representation
of houses and roads that the surveyor saw in 1868 is overlaid onto a
ied contour drawing (figure 8). The pattern is remarkably

that in Willow Creek. People chose to concentrate in the low-

lying areas first near the East Gallatin River, and to settle in the
major creek drainages of Reese Creek and the South Fork of Ross Creek.
In these areas water was readily available for household and stock use,
and it was easy to channel for irrigating crops. Two very extensive
irrigation ditches have already been developed. While it is possible
that individuals with considerable capital executed this work, it is
more likely that the agricultural community pooled their efforts for
common benefit. In either case it is clear that the value of the dryer
slopes between the creeks had already been recognized for their richness
of soils and potential productivity as crop land.

A notable characteristic of the landscape of 1868 is the
proliferation of roads leading toward the community of Springhill to the

east. These roads seem more than a simple choice of routes from farm

sites to the uphill community. They suggest a more intensive use of the
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1ltural commons

h may have been considered an agric

2 claims h f
B tes about 30 houses on his map, he comments that
) me f nproved farms 1in
! ’ ), adding

under a cover of snow, as the

s plausible

East Gallatin bottom lands, those

he north, and those

It is worth noting that the latter group follows the path

>f the early established irrigation ditch very closely. Even the later

township appear to have had re to

smaller creeks were so abundant.

low bench land throughout Springhill area,
ainages flo through it made it ideal for
tion of simple ditches with a minimum of labor. As a
'Adabp read bench land area was developed for irrigated
y early. (O'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996).

o

of buildings and roads in this
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rate soils. Note that by the time this second

sd there were numerous

ry. This comparison suggests

>d in large part on

is telling that 1in 1867 and 1870, when the initial survey of

eck township (T1SR6E) was done, the surveyors made only a

artial study of the area (figure 12). They deemed the steeper, more

claims.

o)

of little value as lan

s and river, where any fine
foothills adjoining the bottom
ed irrigation by means of

a e expen of making these is at present too great
means of the farmer. The hills are covered with excellent
grass which will afford pasturage for large herds of cattle and

5 There is timber except on the stream, which are generally

ed with Cottonwood and Willows. (Benjamin Marsh, Surveyor's

Field Notes, 1867)

The eastern portion of this township 1s mountalnous, and the
ance hills and bench. Townsh north and east are very rough

and mountainous, including the Belt Range [Bridger Range]. There
is much pine and fir timber in the mountains, otherwise they are
of little value. The soil in this township, where not mountainous
or stony, is a rich black loam. (Robert Green, Surveyor's Field
es, 1868).

construction timber and fuel.
The progression of all settlement of federal lands in the township

was largely complete within twenty-five years (figure 13). Again the

The lowlands being first

claimed were not only perceived as the most fertile in 1868, but were

also in close proximity to the north edge of Bozeman, making stock and

23
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Northern Pacific

i.), although they had been

earlier. The railroad had an

long-term

to lay claim to its granted lands

the mountainous portion of the township was

jure 14). In the same year they were withdrawn

of mountainous lands throughout the west

was a growing perception that forest lands were a

hich required management and a degree of protection. The

importance of the forest as a stabilizer of water drainages was a

t could not have been overlooked by settlers who relied on

mountain creeks for drinking water. It appears, however, that for many
years they forested upstream of their own settlements.

The three different surveys that were done in parts of this

h

t
Q
0n
=
[

o)
o
h
,‘

er a great opportunity to compare appraisals of overlapping
segments (figure 15). The composite reveals some widely differing

of soils in these sections from 1868, 1888, and 1902. These

surveyors' ratings are overlaid onto the topography to explore patterns
figure 16). It is evident that there was an increasing evaluation of

soils at higher elevations over time. A plausible reason for this
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by examining the relationship between

ten y

instr

land

a consolidation

elevations

has tended to

patterns

e the uneven bench land is

of

residential

in the

ears since the USGS map was published. As an indicator of shifting

n the visual and spatial amenities of the agricultural and

®
[o%
H

and dramatic scenery aloft.
Homestead Site Analysis

at individual homestead claims, it is

uctive to study the placement of the dwelling and farm site

claim. Homestead site information is available for only two

nd perceptions this development reveals a desire not only to

but to command distant views from increasingly
r elevations. The primary concern of residents in this region has

rom one of gocd soils and water underfoot to one of expansive

on the

of the
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townships studied. Willow Creek and Springhill are included in Karsmizki

re homestead study (1983). They located original

ites by analyzing aerial photography of known homesteads, and

onto recent USGS maps. A new iteration of these maps is

including only the natural features of topography, rivers

This reveals the landscape of each claim as it may have

In Willow Creek, (figure 19), the earlier settlement tended to be

elevations, and placement of the dwelling was generally at

i middle elevation within the claim. One of the characteristics of the

is that creek water could be very easily channeled in a

number of directions to irrigate crops or to bring it close to a

te. This ease of channeling is illustrated in some

areas which are riddled with intersecting waterways. The major ditches
are shown as later developments, although the date of their construction

t investigated in this study.

7

wa
After 1881, dwelling sites were all located immediately adjacent
to a creek, and at a middle or lower elevation on the claim. In these
later claims, some of which were at slightly higher elevations in the
dry benches, the creeks may have been less reliable and their lower
reaches proved better water sources year-round, causing the dwelling to
sit lower on the hillside claims. Protection from prevailing winds may
also have been sought, as 71% of hillside sites appear to face
distinctly toward the east, with a protective hillside to the west.
Analysis of Springhill township's dwelling sites (figure 20) also
reveals a strong, but different pattern of orientation. At least 75% of

the hillside sites appear to face south, the remainder facing west. This

33
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basin

topography o

t appears that residents of the Springhill Mwm.'qh;p'
I € 3t han W L {, may have
3 it B 1ich f red exposure to the
, 1 k 1ge the I Range as
lest ster st m ds. js and farm sites
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of the 1d, parallel with the railroad, entirely bisecting the
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While the land itself was considered a scarce resource, the shape
of land holdings did in fact change considerably over time

The building structures, however were

are considered entirely flexible and mutable. They were

spaces that shifted rapidly to accommodate the changing nature
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routines with the land and livestock had kindled in them a strong sense




*0681 ‘uerd @3T8 wieg

D e
207
-

AWYNNYD

rasine [

T#

CER S

*Gg ®anbtg




FNIU AVH 5007

,_ S
A v
» &S
fla s
7% e} NIZTAVS FIQUIZ 34
» SN i
(O8NS COIN,
E
NI A
7
v z

*0€61 - G161 ‘uerd @3TS wied - [# ©3TS 97 2In6T4

@
7y
MYALY
- gy T ———y
0z 24
| v
|
ey
>uw
Loty o
m u K _w
ZoaA \r‘m
MENH D e I
]
FEACH NG .
2 0 Po0 N
—1 1
_ Tk
wuwawre [
\ 7024 /
A~ 139/

FHUSY.S /
A
P04 ¥vg \
7
1 /
|
J e
el
\w\
\\\
/ ;\.
/ +
/ t 7
/ 4 +
same T /
27! | +
o7 / ¥
A 7
=5
W e ¥ "




"GL6T —

G661 ‘uerd 893Ts wred - T# ©3TS

: (Ve ) A
Z 7 pe ;
a7t : 770t
onidvo?

o o - T

T T,
il p AL
Ivme S

3
4
=
\_”/
~

:
-

NV E F70,

P58 0HINDE

9
,o 7
s ad 5
INITY D
T
)
2570k ¥
WUk RAVIS
|
e T ( ) | .
b % A .1 !
4 s x
Ty

*Lz @Inbtg




“1661 ‘uerd 23Ts wied - [# °3TS -8z =@1nbrg

> FYILN T

ity (exer & A i
. Sl TRt 00 MO SN _ =] /]
gl J 227 | |
wha i 3 i i r ain s ! ’ 0 .H\I., s
“ q ez AlakD Titws _. |1 | ;
) I = L=t p—— e N Y K
M =N i ;,
R Efn . “le. EHeIN ] _ | |
., o o] = . LA L
TR ; | | | | ‘l‘,\.]ll b Inolvasy
| rove ” ;. . ! [ | _ _ ! amro |
42 M . _ Wryer LI i / N
BESSARGE e | Bl R PR i 3
= T e = = = ’ I
S R S A / (Fsen :‘\;.Sk._ \. R 2072 / i
! o Rnww. 86 B sl L] e J | |
| 4 ! J‘ ] epeacen 7 H
1 | i 3 | - T —_— . e 7’
£ \{(\l.,v | = ,rllw UKD N0 _ﬂ‘J \\ |
N [ Avmzaryd ; —t ; »
e . [ L N
.\.!VAJ ] - T m‘u ’ Avnrarve _ ,. g
Y ” | s L i - 7 A

| NS 7708

~ Fovak

Iz ~

" P ' R e | ) /



of

noTs

apprais

th ! an apple
: 1d and that
t mos here. I
C V [ . #1C, p.2)

r the most enjoyable
f 1 th the and

latin Valley landscape have shifted,

- i tica with the hich p made a living.

s were set by the sing needs. When settlers required

r the ¢ of ir dwellings, nearby for in the
were perceived as a tremendous asset, but only for the

1oices of land to claim depended

good soils, and later on evidence

successful settlement seemed to lead to

ful settlement in the surrounding region. The surveyors'

oils in the region seems to have been profoundly

of productivity, and




transportation routes, and micro climate.
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on the place (often in temporary conditions for the first

e land which informed their choice of permanent dwelling

on grazing stock were -- and

topography and the exact
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f the ground. For settlers, understanding the importance of

how to make the best use of them was closely tied with

<imity to water

meant less work. Water rights were -- and

The land was looked at
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First, the residential population is

nt on their lands for survival. Secondly, the technology of
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conveniences of town.
The analysis of a single farm site illustrated the perception that

buildings, while costly, were a flexible asset that could be added,

subtracted, and modifie without regret. The buildings

serving the activities on the land. While individual buildings have a

fluid character in the long-term, their placement was unconsciously
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