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

Introduction 

This study investigates how people have viewed the environment and 

the terrain of the Gallatin Valley through a cross section of time. The 

period during which the region was settled is explored for its impact on 

the present palimpsest of the landscape. The choices people made about 

where to farm and where to site their houses reveals much about their 

perceptions and attitudes toward the land. What people thought about its 

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

in the physical markings they have made in the form of buildings, 

fences, roads, and irrigation ditches. 

Method 

A variety of sources are used here as ways of evaluating how 

people have perceived the landscape of the Gallatin Valley over time. 

These indicators of land appraisal can be variously interpreted. By 

triangulating with different measures, however, we can begin to get a 

more reliable reading of how people actually viewed the landscape in 

which they chose to settle. Diaries and journals have been used as 

sources for research of individual experiences, and directly reflect 

individual perception. Field notes from the original surveys {beginning 

in 1867) of the region have provided general impressions and evaluations 

of soil quality. Subsequent retracement surveys of 20 or 30 years later 

provide soils evaluations which reflect changing perceptions. Land 

alienation maps of individual townships have provided a means of 



analysis of the sequence of individual land claims (primarily homestead 

claims but also desert lands claims, agricultural college scrip, and 

others) also allows an interpretation of why people chose certain pieces 

of land over others within the larger landscape. Another order of 

priorities and perceptions can be suggested by a closer look at 

homestead claims, examining the position of the building site upon the 

land claim. Finally, recent USGS maps are studied for their 

implications, and compared with former uses and perceptions. At a 

detailed level of analysis, one homestead farm site is examined in its 

growth and development over time. An interview process is introduced in 

order to evaluate the perceptions of current and former occupants of the 

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

arrangements of the site reconstructed from family stories related in 

the interviews. 

Setting 

The physical setting of the Gallatin is typical of southwest 

Montana on 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 12 inches in Three Forks area, and about 18 inches in the Bozeman 

area. A fan of gradual river drainages are fairly evenly distributed 

through the valley, flowing primarily from mountain ranges which rim 

the south and east sides of the valley. The major drainages being the 

East and West Gallatin Rivers and the Madison River. The Jefferson, 

Madison and Gallatin Rivers converge in the Three Forks area to form the 

north-flowing Missouri. The elevation varies between 4000 to 5000 feet, 
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cigure 1. Topographical map of the Gallatin Valley, including major 
drainages of the East and West Gallatin, and Madison Rivers. 
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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: 

Nountains 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 ,,ith 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 1vood as all the materials for such a work are immediately at 
the spot. I observe large quantities of the sand rus/J in these 
bot toms wliich 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 co,.s ... the grass 
is also luxouriant and would afford a fine s1vath 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 

regions (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 ,:iresence, 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 

seemed to hem 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 lo<vland claims tended to be 
uneven in shape, rather than the later claims which ,,,ere 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 
claims ,..-ere 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 regular subdivisions of them. The resulting claim was a 
quarter section comprised of a conglomeration of sixteenths. 
(O'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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farmland was essential to the agricultural use of the higher ground. In 

many areas around the valley construction of smaller ditches was begun 

very early. (O'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996). As the Northern Pacific 

Railroad reached completion in 1883, the entire East side of the valley, 

including the Springhill and Bozeman areas began to fill, in an even 

distribution of claims. This suggests that people already understood the 

prod•1ctivity of he land, or went on faith in the railroad· s promotional 

campaign, and responded quickly to new access to markets. 

Cultivation of the drier, more remote bench lands became 

increasingly possible as the simple, early ditches were widened and 

extended, or as irrigation systems began to penetrate the more elevated 

regions. Evidence of the productivity of the drier grassland increased 

faith that it was worth the investment of labor involved in establishing 

or improving ditches. The presence of the railroad, of course, 

guaranteed a market for grain, making this effort seem more worthwhile. 

In the decade 1890 to 1900 settlement and farming spread increasingly 

onto the higher benches (figure 2). As dry land farming technology 

became widely promoted and recognized, more broad settlement of high 

bench land became possible, such as between the West Gallatin and the 

Madison rivers. (O'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996). 

Analysis of Three Townships 

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

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

Jefferson River) consisting of river bottom land and dry bench land in 

an open expanse of the valley, Springhill (TlNRSE -- the agricultural 

region west of the community of Springhill) consisting of a very gradual 

bench land nestled at the foot of the Bridger Range with many creeks, 
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and Bridger Creek (TlSR6E -- immediately north of Bozeman at the head of 

the East Gallatin River) consisting of some river bottom land, some dry 

rolling bench land, and a large quantity of steep, mountainous terrain. 

They were selected based on their significance during different phases 

of settlement, on the range of terrain characteristics they represent, 

and on the availability of data. 

Willow Creek 

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

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

ogr phically advantageous starting point, but as mentioned above, 

agricultural 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 

fertility of soils, and therefore greater potential productivity. 

Settlers were also interested in proximity to major fresh running 

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 rr 00 ~ township (TlNRlE). surveyor's map 1868. 
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Figure 4. Willow Creek township. Settlement observed by surveyors, 1868. 
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proved-up. The pattern of all homestead settlement in the area over a 

span of fifty years ( figure 5) seems to have followed somewhat ,-,ith the 

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

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

Sterling road. A glance at a recent map of settlement marking individual 

buildings or groups, rather than land claims, (figure 6) reveals an 

important spatial shift in where actual buildings and roads ·.,ere 

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

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

ground parallel •.-1ith the ri•,er. The introduction of the railroad almost 

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

Willow Creek own site, Three 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 

contemporary 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 

lines. 

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 
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this may have been true for the period preceding their exploration, and 

before the ~rrival of settlers 60 years later. More recent consolidation 

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

process of shifting settlement. 

Springhill 

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

figure 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, 

l1owever, in 186-! -- the same year as in Willow Creek. A representation 

of houses and roads that the surveyor saw in 1868 is overlaid onto a 

simplified contour drawing (figure 8). The pat ern is remarkably 

similar to 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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11nsettled lands which may have been considered an agricultural commons 

by •hos<> already farming the surrounding area. They may have been 

unofficial claims which were grazed or farmed by community agreement. 

While the surveyor notes about 30 houses on his map, he comments that 

"there are some 60 improved farms in this township" (Charles Jewett, 

Su: yor's Field Notes, 1868), adding evidence to this possibility. 

~n t r less likely scenario is that some of these tracks •;ere 

irrigation ditches, mistaken for roads under a cover of snow, as the 

survey party came through in October. This seems less plausible 

con:;~J.eJ.i.ny the survey does map a couple of major irrigation ditches 

already developed through the area that they recognized as such. 

Th<:a l,st homestead final proof in the Springhill township was 

submitted by 1910. The pattern of homestead claims at this point can be 

loosely clustered into three groups (figure 9): Those in or near to the 

East Gallatin bottom lands, those in the Reese Creek and tributary 

drainages to the north, and those between Ross Creek and the South Fork 

of Ross Creek. It is worth noting that the latter group follows the path 

of the early established irrigation ditch very closely. Even the later 

rlaims in this township appear to have had relatively easy access to 

wa er because smaller creeks were so abundant. 

The even slope of the 10<.r bench land throughout Springhill area, 
and the many creek drainages flowing through it made it ideal tor 
the excavation of simple ditches with a minimum of labor. As a 
result, a widespread bench land area was developed for irrigated 
farming very early. /O'Neill & Karsmizki, 1996/. 

A view of buildings and roads in this township from a 1987 USGS 

map (figure 10) reveals a similar scattering of agricultural 

settlements, with a couple of major differences. The Red Turkey Spur 

line of the Milwaukee railroad was fairly cleanly laid through odd-

18 



Figure 9. All homestead settlement by 1910. 
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Figure 10. Springhill township. 1987 buildings and roads compared with 
topography. 

20 



numbered railroad sections by 1 13. The roads, like at Willow Creek, 

h~ve taken-on the orthoyonal characteristics of the survey lines. 

The most recent development, however, is the introduction of non-

agricul ural s11bdivisions, "":irlent in the southeastern part of the 

township. This recent phenomenon introduces a new twist to perceptions 

of the valley landscape. As the nearby town of Bo=eman has grm~, the 

demand for large lots of residential building space has expande1 in o 

outlying areas. This new popula ion influx into the township might 

ironically be considered a group who values the landscape for ics 

openness anti uncrowded scale. rhe.}' are 1.nter;-sta 1.n the lanJ.=- ..-; a 

visual amenity, while requiring improved roads for ease of mobility, and 

daily connection with he ~•rvices of the lar1er town. 

Tracing the homestead settlement process in the township in 

approximately five year intervals (figure 11) from 1868 co 1896 

strengthens the visible pattern of clustering. Related families of kith 

and kin often laid claims simultaneously, or within a few months of each 

other. This points out not only their desire for community, but perhaps 

specifically their need to share labor in making the land productive. 

The surveyor's fielrl nnces on Springhill were examined fnr his 

evaluation of che land. A rating of the quality of soils from :irs to 

fourth ra e was noted as the surveyor moved along each section boundary. 

The settlement pattern in 1868 (figure 11) is superimposed with a grid 

which is keyed to represent this rating. There is a fairly strong 

correlation between the areas which settlers had deemed valuable and 

productive soils, and the areas that rated high in the surveyors 

appraisal. In 1885, however, a segment of the northern boundary which 

had been assessed as second or third rate was re-surveyed, and ·-ns 
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deemed to consist of first rate soils. Note that by the time this second 

s11rvey · .• as executed there were numerous homestead claims along this 

boundary. This comparison suggests that the surveyors' appraisals of 

soils were based in large part on eviden e of cultivation, productivity, 

and possibly irrigation. 

Bridger Creek 

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

the Bridger Creek township (TlSR6E) was done, the surveyors made only a 

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

mountainous parts of the township to be of little value as land claims. 

The land t1.t tor agriculture in this township is generally 
confined to the bottom of the creeks and river, tvhere any tine 
wheat or barley can be raised. The foothills adjoin1.ng the bottom 
can be cultivated also, but will need irrigation by means of 
~- .::Iles, and tile expense of making these is at present too great 
tor the means of the farmer. The hills are covered with excellent 
grass which will afford pasturage for large herds of cattle and 
horses. There is timber except on the stream, which are generally 
bordered wich Cottonwood and r,illows. / Benjamin Harsh, Surveyor· s 
Field Notes, 1867). 

The eastern portion of this township is mountainous, and the 
balance hills and bench. Township 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 
Notes, 1868). 

Early surveyors saw the utility of forested mountains much as the 

settlers did, their value was limited to resource extraction of 

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 

pattern is consistent with others studied. 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 
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produce very marketable. It was not until 1896 that Northern Pacific was 

able o make its official claim on what remained of its odd-numbered 

sections (Control Document Index, n.d. ), although they had been 

withdrawn from settlement some years earlier. The railroad had an 

interes in widespread settlement to increase its long-term 

profitability, but it was also anxious to lay claim to its granted lands 

f0r immedi3t<a profit (Malone, et al, 1991). Competing private and 

railroad interests in the land illustrate its value for both individual 

and corporate profit. 

!n l ~, -.~ n the General Land Office ~as assistiny in efforts to 

set aside forest reserves, the mountainous portion of the township was 

thoroughly surveyed (figure 14). In the same year they were withdrawn 

from settlement (figure 13). The withdrawal of forest reserves reveals a 

shift in the evaluation of mountainous lands throughout the west 

(Jackson, 1995). There was a growing perception that forest lands were a 

public amenity which required management and a degree of protection. The 

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

perception that 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 

township offer a great opportunity to compare appraisals of overlapping 

segments (figure 15). The composite reveals some widely differing 

perceptions 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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changing perception is revealed by examining the relationship between 

~hA ia-~ ~f each surv~y And ~xistinq Agr1ct1ltJr1l settlemen {figure 

17). Again the surveyors appear to be strongly influenced in their 

appraisal of soils by the evidence of active farming. This figure also 

illustrates some of the man made intrusions on the public domain by 

1 ?02. The surveyor noted a large number of road5, ·.,ood roads, and 

irrigation ditches, many oE which crossed into unclaimed federal lands. 

It would have been this type of evidence of widespread resource 

extraction that helped to fuel the push for federal forest reserve 

ma11t.l'jemen . 

By 1987 the township has evolved some very different patterns 

( fi')•:re 18). The •.,idespread agriculv:,:-al set lemgnt has tended to 

concentrate in a few low-lying areas. While the uneven bench land is 

still being farmed, settlement itself represents a consolidation of 

those farms. One particularly dense portion represents residential 

subdivision which has continued to spread in o higher elevations in the 

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

values and perceptions this development reveals a desire not only to 

take-in the visual and spatial amenities of the agricultural and 

mountain environment, but to command distant views from increasingly 

higher elevations. The primary concern of residents in this region has 

gvolved from one of good soils and water underfoot to one of expansive 

views and dramatic scenery aloft. 

Homestead Site Analysis 

Taking a closer look at individual homestead claims, it is 

instructive to study the placement of the dwelling and farm site on the 

land claim. Homestead site information is available for only two of the 
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Figure 18. Bridger Creek township. 1987 bridges and roads compared to 
topographical map. 
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townships studied. Willow Creek and Springhill are included in Karsmizki 

rnd Brown<'' l ·s ex•.ensive homest:earl study ( 1983). They located original 

dwelling sites by analyzing aerial photography of known homesteads, and 

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

presented here including only the natural features of topography, rivers 

and creeks. ThLS reveals the landscape of each claim as it may have 

appeare>d co the settler ( figures 19, 20). 

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

at the lowest elevations, and placement of the dwelling was generally at 

a m.1.ddle elevation wich.1.n the claim. One of the characteristics of the 

lowland cla.1.ms is that creek water could be very easily channeled in a 

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

desirable dwelling site. 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 

Mas not investigated in this study. 

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 diffe~ent pattern of orientation. At least 75% of 

the hillside sites appear to face south, the remainder facing west. This 
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is particularly extraordinary when the general topography of the basin 

f;aces to he west. It appears that residents of the Springhill town~hip, 

heing generally at a higher elevation than Willow Creek, may have 

responded to micro climatic conditions which favored exposure to the 

w·nter sun for warmth, and took advantage of the Bridger Range as 

shelter from the coldest eastern storm winds. Dwellings and farm sites 

tended to be located in the upper half of their claims. The reason for 

this may have been to keep an easy eye on grazing stock. 

Immediate adjacency or very close proximity to natural surface 

water seems to be a strong defining characteristic of dwelling sites. 

However, 14% show no visible natural water supply anywhere on the claim, 

although smaller creeks may simply not be shown on the USGS map. It is 

possible that creeks which ran 100 years ago may have altered their 

course or dried up. Alternatively, the lack of natural water supply may 

suggest a dependence on early agreements with neighbors for water rights 

from ditches. 

Case Study 

Land Holding 

One farmstead land holding and site in the Bridger Creek township 

is identified here for closer study. The sequence of its development has 

been reconstructed here from homestead records (Control Document Index, 

n.d.), from county records, from extant site evidence, and from 

interviews with two generations of the family who have lived and farmed 

there for about five generations. 

The land was first settled by at least 1873, and the homestead 

final certificate issued in 1878. The claim of 160 acres (figure 21) 
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consisted of river bottom lands fed by two smaller creeks, and low 

benches extending partially up the rear-round creek drainages. The 

original dwelling was a log structure, about 20'x 33' with a stone 

foundation which can still be seen. It was exquisitely sited on the edge 

of a protected south and west facing shelf within 30 feet of the creek. 

It was protected from west winds by an apple orchard of about 20 trees. 

A road from the higher bench lands passed about 100 yards north of the 

dwelling, making it well-connected with the main route into town. 

By 1890 a new house and a large barn, both of which are still in 

use, were constructed of light wood frame. These buildings were 

organized to form a simple cluster with a log barn which may have 

already stood on the site, and together they surrounded a central work 

space. These buildings are elegantly sited on a slightly raised bench 

overlooking the pasture lands. In the words of one who has lived much of 

his life on the site: 

It seems to me it was kind of hand-picked, because it's about half 
way between c creek over here and then there's also a spring 
that used to run full-time down in front of the [building] here. 
At that time they were concerned with making sure that you /1ad a 
good wate1 source, so they put in the pipe line to the spring up 
above up there for their domestic use, so it's just an ideal spot 
as tar as water rights and everything. (#lA, p.12) 

The present generation of ranchers are well aware of the importance of 

water rights for early settlement, and express a sense of admiration for 

their relatives who had the wisdom and sensibility to choose a farm site 

and building site that was rich in critical qualities. 

I think they built it there because it was in the center of the 
property. And it was a place that wasn't going to flood, they've 
never had any flood problems there. And it's on tile road -- it's 
always been there. (#lB, p.12) 

A lot of these farms were set up like this, right at the base of 
the foothills, so that they had sub-irrigated [pasture], and also 
some dry hills to farm. Because it's usually too wet down /Jere to 
do too muc/1 farming in that. (#IA, p. l l) 
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During the same period of time the neighboring homestead to the east was 

acqu1red from a widow, almost doubling the size of the land holding, and 

vastly increasing the crop land. The bottom land pastures were used for 

grazing cattle, and later dairy cows. By being diversified in various 

hay and grain crops, beef as well as dairy, the farm was able to survive 

vicissitudes of the market. 

By 1913 t.he Chicago Milwaukee Railroad completed construction of 

the Turkey Red spur line from Bozeman to service grain producers in 

Springhill and Maudlow to the northwest. Construction required the 

arquisition of private lands, which were condemned. The farm site under 

study was directly in the path of this route (figure 22). Three 

generations later there is still some understandable bitterness toward 

the institution of the railroad for taking possession of family lands: 

When they put in the railroad that [land] was condemned from my 
grandfather, they didn't pay him a cent tor it. They just 
condemned it. Then when tile railroad got ready to sell it, t/Jey 
sold it to the highest bidder ... so we ended-up having to pay 
through the nose ... or my mother did ... in order to buy the stuff 
back that they stole from us. /#lA, p.10) 

The loss of he railroad lands caused other problems. Two triangles of 

land became cut-off and difficult to access for grazing or farming. They 

had less value to the family in this organization, and one of these lots 

was sold off as a result. In the process of buying back the railroad 

right of way after the railroad closed in 1978, there was a 

misunderstanding between neighbors, and a bitter dispute resulted: 

After a few years I sent __ to buy ours back, and I said "if the 
r\1 piece is still tor sale, I assumed Ile didn • t want it, and I'd 
beyt/Jat too along with the rest. W was furious, because he was 
still waiting tor them [the railroad]to give his back, and a 
rumor went around that I was buying the whole railroad. He hated 
me for that. He left strict instructions in his will not to sell 
any of his land to those __ . (#lC, p.4) 

During this period the main road into town shifted to run along the base 

39 



· . .,: . 

Z•• ·~ , .. $ 

' ' 



of the bench land, parallel with the railroad, entirely bisecting the 

land from nortr·.,est to southeast. 

As he city of Bozeman continued to grow, lands on the outskirts 

increased in va:ue. At a point when one generation was ready to retire, 

and the next was still in college, the entire eastern bench land was 

s>ld off for what seemed at the time a tidy sum (figure 23). The senior 

family member, .• ho had struggled with farming during the depression, 

felt that the land could never be farmed profitably compared to the sum 

the buyer was offering. The transaction is still the source of deep 

teyret on ,e part of the present generation, who had plans to continue 

rar~ing, and felt a deep attachment to land they had grown-up on. They 

marle at empts to buy part of i back, but couldn't: "They wouldn't sell 

it too me. I don't know what they're going to do with it, because they 

said it's too full of springs and creeks to use." (#1,A). Within the 

last 20 years, however, the family has acquired some neighboring pasture 

and hay ground to the wesc (figure 2•) which has kept their farming 

viable with intensive and seasonally rotating uses. 

Farm Site 

Reconstructing the farm building site in phases of its 

development, an incremental pattern of growth can be observed (figures 

25-28), which has remained centered on the early cluster established in 

1890. Many buildings were built, re-built, burned down, or torn down in 

the process of time and adaptation to changing needs. Smaller buildings 

were moved around on the site, or they were moved off or onto the farm 

by hitching them to teams and dragging them on the snow. Many building 

func ions changed fluidly over time, and often several times as stock or 

machinery requirements changed. The house was added onto seven times, 
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and a large bri.ck building was moved onto the site from downtown. 

It ·s just a clucte, of buildings. As things matured, there ,,as a 
necessity for another barn. Things were more or less in a circle 
around the driveway, but the buildings have changed so much over 
the years ... they·ve been moved around or replaced. (#IC, p.5-6/ 

e .,1sdom of the or191nal siting is highly valued among the present 

members of the family, as it was based on timeless principles which are 

;ust as .1mpor nt oday as they were 100 years ago. 

···~" 1,as built so that part [the ,,·oiking operation] 1vas all close 
to the house. And part of that's because of the weather. And then 
it's built so that it will all drain, it's all... going to run 
riqht out, riqht down that driveway, way down to that corral, anq 
keep going./41B, p.8/ 

n• snall but s1gn~r~cant change to the building site reflects a growing 

cultural distaste for the perceived primitiveness of the outhouse: 

Our wood shed ran North I South -- kind of a nice looking 
building. There ,,as an outhouse there, because we didn't have 
indoor plumbing, and my mother, who was from the East coast, 
couldn't stand the sight of it. So we built the <vood shed over it. 
It was a long shaped building, but the Southwest corner 1vas the 
outhouse. (#lC, p.2) 

While the land itself was considered a scarce resource, the shape 

and size of land holdings did in fact change considerably over time 

according to changing perceptions. The building structures, however were 

and still are considered entirely flexible and mutable. They were 

adaptable spaces that shifted rapidly to accommodate the changing nature 

of ·.-,ork that took place on the land. The palimpsest of the building site 

has become gradually more complex as the evidence of former uses has 

been traced over by more recent ones. The layered result reveals the 

necessity of the farm to evolve with changing markets in order to 

survive. 

Each informant expressed a sense that this farm place of work and 

dwelling, and their own lifelong engagements in daily and seasonal 

routines with the land and livestock had kindled in them a strong sense 
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cf good work. In spite of unending daily physical work, they associated 

the place with significant and recurring pleasurable events: 

rvhen you look up the hill from the house, there was an old cherry 
tree up there {near the site of the original cabin], and an apple 
orchard. r would go up there on mv pony to pick cherries, and that 
was the most wonderful place. There were 15-20 trees in there. I 
loved to go there on my pony. ("'lC, p.2) 

Ant as soon as :ve got our cho::es dane :ve tvere hunting! I mean, tve 
went up every one of these dra,,s every night, <vent to the river 
and went f1.shing. We were just like two little river rats around 
here. /'1'18, p.10/ 

rt used to be .. . we"d just take oft, and hit the gates, and as 
lnng as you shut them and kept right on going ... ,ve used to ride 
colts up here to this old saddle up here <vhich is above Grandview, 
we rode in there every day. /#18, p.14) 

The reason I use the team 1.s that it's probably the most enjoyable 
part of the day in a way really, is going out <vith the team and 
feeding that way. There's no noise of the engines or ... it's just 
total quiet. It's real peaceful that way. It doesn·t matter where 
I go on the place, you·re just skimming along {with the sled on 
snow], and not>ody else is £ven up, .,nd you ·ve JUSt pretty well got 
the whole thing. (#lA, p.12) 

Conclusion 

Perceptions of the Gallatin Valley landscape have shifted, 

sometimes dramatically, with the way in which people made a living. 

Priorities were set by the most pressing needs. When settlers required 

timber for the construction of their dwellings, nearby forests in the 

public domain were perceived as a tremendous asset, but only for the 

extrac~ion of these resources. Their choices of land to claim depended 

at first on prevailing perceptions of good soils, and later on evidence 

of product~vity. As a result successful settlement seemed to lead to 

more successful settlement in the surrounding region. The surveyors· 

appraisals of soils in the region seems to have been profoundly 

influenced by evidence (or lack of evidence) of productivity, and not on 

science. 

People base~ "heir choices of farm site on the interconnec ed 
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influences of terrain, water, transportation routes, and micro climate. 

By dwelling on the place (often in temporary conditions for the first 

mon hs or years) and working the land, they became intimately acquainted 

1•~ •hP rnmpl~~ities that it had to offer. They had consi erable 

experience on the land which informed their choice of permanent dwelling 

place. People working the land or reliant on grazing stock were -- and 

still are acutely aware of the details of topography and the exact 

condition of the ground. For settlers, understanding the importance o~ 

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

s irviv,l. There was an inverse relationship between proximity to water 

and work -- greater proximity meant less work. Water rights were and 

still arP -- highly prized and often contested. The land was looked at 

with an eye o its potential -- how much work it would take to make it 

productive and profitable. 

In general, an awareness of elevation has shifted from weariness 

of deep snows, a shorter growing season, steep access, and more costly 

irrigation, to a present day desirability of elevation for proximity to 

the visual amenity of mountains, and dramatic views. This shift is 

mainly possible for two reasons. First, the residential population is 

not reliant on their lands for survival. Secondly, the technology of 

transportation has made possible their daily passage to and from the 

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 modified without regret. The buildings were seen only as 

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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~nchored by the prime choices in he siting of two initial buildings. 

The inertia of an es ablished pattern remains strong throughout the 

history of the site. 

-tarhment to the land itself -.,as deeply held. While the pat erns 

Qf vwnership changed over time, sometimes by choice and sometimes 

imposed, each loss in particular was accompanied by a degree of conflict 

r dis.:onten . The land of the farm was considered a precious and 

disappearing resource, and was far more sacred and sensitive material to 

individuals than were the buildings. The fact of the ranch surviving in 

the fimily for oveL a hundred years, nd being adapted from one kind of 

operation to another as the market demanded surely adds weight o a 

ron.emporary appraisal of the land: 

I think a person doesn't realize ho,, good this soil is, and ho1v 
fortunate we are to have soil like this, until you try to farm 
someplace else .... you don't have any idea how good this really 
is until you don't have it. I think when you grow up in this kind 
of a situation, and you can dig a post hole without it being solid 
rock, and you can farm and get a crop without having to worry 
about a tornado or it drying up, or 1vhatever. I think you really 
have a sense of appreciation for this valley. You don·t realize 
how damn good it is until you go someplace else. I don't know 
where you'd go anyplace and have a better deal. (#18, p.19) 

51 



Bibliography 

Control Document Indexes (CDI), n.d., Bureau of Land Management, 
Billings, Montana. Microfiche. 

Flares, Dan. "The Rocky Mountain West: Fragile Space, Diverse Place." 
Montana The Magazine of western History. 45, l (Winter, 1995): 46-
56. 

Jackson, Richard. "Mormon Perception and Settlement." Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 68, 3 (Sept. 1978): 317-33~. 

, "Federal Lands in the Mountainous West." In William Wyckoff acd 
----L-ary Dilsaver. The Mountainous West: Explorations in Historical 

Geoograohy. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1995. (653-277) 

J·,roszek, Steven P. "Characteristics and Patterns of Rural Environments 
in south central King county.· Master's thesis, Seattle: 
university of Washington, 1991. 

Karsmizki, Ken and Joan Brownell. "Gallatin Valley Homestead Survey." 
Bozeman, Montana: Museum of the Rockies, 1983. unpublished report. 

Land Status and Use Record maps, Township Plats, n.d., Bureau of Land 
Management, Billings, Montana. Microfiche. 

McIntosh, C. Barron. "Patterns From Land Alienation Maps." Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 66, 4 (Dec. 1976): 570-582. 

r-ioore, Gary T. and Reginald G. Golledge. Environmental Knowing. 
Stroudsberg, Pennsylvania: Dowden, Hutchinson & Ross, 1976. 

O'Neill, Maire and Ken Karsmizki. "Settlement Landscape of the Gallatin 
Valley and the Tinsley House." In Bonnie Sachatello-Sawyer, (ed.) 
Museum of the Rockies Docent Training Manual. Bozeman, Montana: 
Museum of the Rockies, 1996. Typewritten. 

Paugh Family Papers: 1940-1966. Collection 2052, Merrill Burlingame 
Special Collections, Montana State University, Bozeman. 

Sauder, Robert A. "Sod Land Versus Sagebrush: Early Land Appraisal and 
Pioneer Settlement In An Arid Intermountain Frontier.· Journal of 
Historical Geography. 15, 4 (1989): 402-419. 

Smith, Pyllis. Bozeman and the Gallatin Valley. Helena, Montana: TwoDot 
(Falcon Press), 1996. 

Spray, Jimmie "Early Days in the Madison Valley: A History Written in 
Commemoration of Our Honored Pioneers," 1937. Collection 109, 
Merrill Burlingame Special Collections, Montana State University, 
Bozeman. 

Surveyor's Field Notes 1867-1910, Surveyor General's Office, Helena, 
Montana. Bureau of Land Management Archives, Billings. Microfiche. 

52 



Surveyor's Township Plats 1868-1902, Surveyor General's Office, Helena, 
Montana. Bureau of Land •lanagement Archives, Billings. Microfiche. 

Thwaites, Reuben Gold. "1805-1806: The Journals of Lewis and Clark At 
the Three Forks; Clark's Journey Across the Gallatin valley." 
McGill Museum Publication, No. J. Bozeman: Montana State Colleqe, 
Mar:h l~o~. iypewritten. 

Transcripts of in erviews of early ranching family of Gallatin Valley, 
Mon ana by author. Site #1, Feb. - Apr. 1997, Bozeman, Montana. 
Unpublished. 

Tuan, Yi-Fu. Topophilia: A Study of Environmantal Perception, Attitudes 
and 'Jalues. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc. 197~ 

. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, 1977. 

United S•••es Geo'ogical Survey Maps, Gallatin County 7.5 minute Series. 
Denver: U.S.G.S., 1986. 

Wyckoff, William, and Katherine Hansen. "Settlement, Livestock Grazing 
and Environmental Change in Southwest Montana, 1860-1990." 
Environmen~al Historv Review 15 (1991):45-71. 

53 


	evaluating_the_land-001
	evaluating_the_land-002
	evaluating_the_land-003
	evaluating_the_land-004
	evaluating_the_land-005
	evaluating_the_land-006
	evaluating_the_land-007
	evaluating_the_land-008
	evaluating_the_land-009
	evaluating_the_land-010
	evaluating_the_land-011
	evaluating_the_land-012
	evaluating_the_land-013
	evaluating_the_land-014
	evaluating_the_land-015
	evaluating_the_land-016
	evaluating_the_land-017
	evaluating_the_land-018
	evaluating_the_land-019
	evaluating_the_land-020
	evaluating_the_land-021
	evaluating_the_land-022
	evaluating_the_land-023
	evaluating_the_land-024
	evaluating_the_land-025
	evaluating_the_land-026
	evaluating_the_land-027
	evaluating_the_land-028
	evaluating_the_land-029
	evaluating_the_land-030
	evaluating_the_land-031
	evaluating_the_land-032
	evaluating_the_land-033
	evaluating_the_land-034
	evaluating_the_land-035
	evaluating_the_land-036
	evaluating_the_land-037
	evaluating_the_land-038
	evaluating_the_land-039
	evaluating_the_land-040
	evaluating_the_land-041
	evaluating_the_land-042
	evaluating_the_land-043
	evaluating_the_land-044
	evaluating_the_land-045
	evaluating_the_land-046
	evaluating_the_land-047
	evaluating_the_land-048
	evaluating_the_land-049
	evaluating_the_land-050
	evaluating_the_land-051
	evaluating_the_land-052
	evaluating_the_land-053
	evaluating_the_land-054



