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  Foreword

  The West is dead my friend,

  But writers hold the seed,

  And what they sow will live and grow

  Again to those who read.

  —C.M. Russell

  1917

  The Far West may well be called a land of many faces at least from a historical point of view. A pleasant blend of romance and myth, kept alive by movies and many novels, is the most common form of presentation. There is a less high-tones West—that of greed, exploitation, and illegal activity of large and, at times one might say, community-wide proportions. This is the West of Gary Wilson’s Hanky-Tonk Town.

  The West, too, is the legendary home of ultra-rugged individualism. In this West individuals become law unto themselves and, as we learn in Hanky-Tonk Town, so infect a community that it became a law unto itself. In the process the community defied the Montana and federal governments. To defy the government may be the ultimate achievement of rugged individualism—a notion that still intrigues many.

  The story of how this happened and how a community was beguiled and to some extent remains beguiled by soft-sell desperadoes long gone is the theme of Hanky-Tonk Town.

  If Wilson is right—and his research is meticulous—Havre, Montana, more than half a century ago was as wild and lawless, or at best in tune with its own law, as Dodge City or Butte.

  Figures who are legendary in Havre today stride through the pages of the book. Another era made them heroes who lived out an act of defiance against the law. Their names today bring smiles to the faces of Havre’s staid and law-abiding citizens. These were men and women who were quite unfettered—so the smiles say.

  Gary Wilson has searched, read, listened, and traveled under very difficult conditions to write Honky-Tonk Town. The book is a monument to diligence and honesty. It is, too, another milestone in the review and revision of the history of the West as historians seek to determine just what things were like in the far country, and in this case under “the Big Sky.”

  Harrison Lane, Ph.D.

  Havre, Montana


  Introduction

  ON A COOL, CRISP, AND MISTY MORNING in the fall of 1862, the Minnesota wagon train members broke camp and continued their journey west through northern Montana in the valley of the Milk River. The peaks of the Bear’s Paw Mountains appeared in the distance to the south.

  Their awe at the amount of game in the region never ceased. Thousands of buffalo and many elk, antelope, and deer were always in evidence. Sometimes grizzly bear tracks were seen near the streams.

  While the wagon train was stopped for a lunch of fresh buffalo meat and wild currants and gooseberries, they spotted two large medicine tents across the river. The camp contained several thousand Indians—probably a hunting expedition.

  In the afternoon, the once cool air had turned hot and dry, and always the wind blew! The mosquito swarms added to the travelers’ discomfort. After crossing the Milk River for the third time, the party sighted a long butte with a notch or saddle on it. The Indians called it Bull Hook Mountain, and this landmark meant that the train would soon leave the Milk River and turn south.

  As they entered the last of the Milk River’s shallow brown valleys called Bull Hook Bottoms, the wagon train members observed the lush rich grass and abundant cottonwood and willow trees along the riverbanks. Prairie chickens abounded by the river and in the brush patches of the coulees. The travelers’ approach startled several hundred ducks and geese into flight. No wonder this place was such a favorite camping spot for Indians and travelers alike.

  Soon the Bottoms was left behind and the wagons climbed out of the valley. Shortly, Big Sandy Creek came into view and the train turned south toward Fort Benton and the gold fields beyond.

  The Milk River Country and the Minnesota-Montana wagon road disappeared from their view as the Bear’s Paw Mountains rose to prominence in the southeast. Thirty years later Bull Hook Bottoms became the site of Havre, Montana, and much later the narrow wagon trail became U.S. Highway 2.

  From the east, US 2 begins on the east coast of Maine and ends at Everett, Washington, on the west coast, a distance of about 3,000 miles. Once through the states of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and most of North Dakota, the highway meets and parallels the Missouri River and the Burlington Northern & Santa Fe Railroad near Williston, North Dakota, 24 miles east of the Montana border. Into Montana at Nashua begins the Milk River, a tributary of the Missouri River.

  From this point westward to the Continental Divide at Marias Pass, the vast plains region of northern Montana is called the Hi-Line (High Line). The name originates from the old Great Northern Railway’s track westward from Havre being a gradually elevating roadbed. The surveyor’s designation was eventually used eastward, too.

  Along this route the traveler will pass through Indian reservations, fields of golden wheat, and cattle ranges. Other sights are mountain ranges, irrigated hay pastures, oil derricks, and developed natural gas fields.

  A smaller part of the Hi-Line is unofficially called the Milk River Country; roughly, the land between the Milk River and the Canadian border. The river enters the United States northwest of Havre and flows for about 200 miles east to Nashua, Montana, where it enters the Missouri River.

  The Milk River Country is remote and isolated from the rest of Montana. Tucked just under the Canadian line between Alberta and Saskatchewan, this high border country was the last stand for the buffalo, the Plains Indian, the cowboy, and the open range.

  Here a number of small, scattered farming and ranching communities cling to their source of life, the Milk River. Some call it “the land of the long look,” and it is indeed a land of wide-open spaces where trees and rain are scarce commodities.

  The heart of this country is Havre, the county seat of Hill County and headquarters for the Montana division of the Burlington Northern & Santa Fe Railroad.

  The Milk River Country is a land of varied landscapes with a primitive, rough beauty composed of windswept plains once covered by glaciers. The landscape varies from brown rolling hills and barren badlands to low buttes and shallow tree-lined valleys.

  In this country some of the finest milling and baking wheat in the world is grown. In fact Hill County is now the greatest wheat-producing area in Montana.

  Because this land is remote, its early history has been passed over by historians of the American West. Seemingly, all history stopped at the Missouri River with towns such as Fort Benton—once called “the Chicago of the Great Plains”—or at the last of the Texas Trail cow-town capitals, Miles City, on the Yellowstone River.

  Approaching Havre from the east on US 2, one will see on the right side of the road, a state historical sign post that in part says: “Havre came into existence as a division point when the Great Northern Railroad was built and provided pastime to cowboys, doughboys (soldiers) and coal miners on the side. It is hard to believe now, but as a frontier town she was wild and hard to curry.”
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  Havre was so “wild and hard to curry” that the Empire Railroad Builder, James J. Hill, almost pulled his railroad division point out in 1904. Hill said of the town: “Havre is so tough that I can’t get good men to live here. They won’t move their families into such an environment. Most of the unattached men I send there go wrong so quickly they become liabilities instead of assets to us!”

  A January 1916 Mail-Tribune news release from the Law and Order League of Chicago called Havre one wicked little city.

  The League visited twenty-eight principal cities en route from Chicago to the west coast and issued a report. In the states of Washington and Oregon, it found conditions much improved. But Havre’s sister sin city, Butte, was called a disgrace to American civilization. They expected it to be reformed soon. (It wasn't.)

  “But of all the municipalities visited,” the report continued, “a little city called Havre is incomparatively the worst. Everything is licensed there and its most vicious forms of evil are found in broad daylight in the streets and trading areas. There is no protection for anyone against anything. It is the sum total of all that is vicious and depraved parading openly without restraint, so long as it complies with the law of license.”

  
    A federal officer described Havre during Prohibition in the 1920s:

    The town of Havre is a major smuggling headquarters. Everybody profits by it. Nobody wants it stopped and booze sleuths have no friends in Havre once they are known. Bootleggers travel in caravans and have a system of signals whereby they are able to warn collaborators of the approach of Federal officers. No local assistance can be secured here by Federal officers in fighting the liquor traffic.

    The town has a boss—a man named Shorty [Young]. He runs it with an iron hand, although he holds no office. The saloons operate openly. You may walk in and let the world see you drink it. Then you gamble any style.

  

  While most western towns were well regulated and even monotonous, perhaps a dozen or so stood out as notorious or untamed by law and order. Western historians might generally agree that the roughest, toughest towns of the old American West were El Paso, Texas; Newton, Abilene, and Dodge City, Kansas; Ogallala, Nebraska; Tombstone, Arizona; Deadwood and Lead, South Dakota; Corinne, Utah; San Francisco’s Barbara Coast; Butte, Montana; the Comstock Lode towns and Leadville, Colorado. To this list I propose to add Havre, Montana. While the majority of the above places had bad reputations of relatively short duration—five to fifteen years—Havre’s grew and lasted until the 1940s, when real law and order finally prevailed.

  Here is the story of the community that was known as a tough western town for almost fifty years, and the people that made it so.
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  The Last Frontier

  Bull Hook Bottoms

  AN INDIAN LEGEND TELLS OF a herd of buffalo that crossed the plains south of the Milk River and climbed a mountain. The leader grew tired when he reached the summit. He lowered his head and gouged or hooked a large opening through the mountain, hence the name Bull Hook Mountain.

  Bull Hook Creek, which flows into the Milk River, originates about 5 miles south of the river bottoms in the vicinity of this mountain, now called Saddle Butte.

  In the fall of 1890, the peace and tranquility of Bull Hook Bottoms that the early travelers had experienced was destroyed forever with the arrival of a long and heavily laden work train of the Great Northern Railway. It brought several hundred workers on the outfit cars and boxcars filled with construction materials. The previous year deep artesian water wells had been drilled and a large water tank was built.

  The carpenters first built a large frame depot building, setting it about 2 feet off the ground as a preventive measure against flooding river waters. Next came a seven-track train yard opposite the depot and the main line. To the immediate south, the material storage yards were set up. They contained framed members for construction of the Cut Bank and Two Medicine bridges to the west, and piled there row after row were timbers, spikes, and other track and roadbed materials. The construction yards stretched diagonally for about 5 blocks across what is now the downtown business district of Havre, Montana.

  The work crews, consisting of gandy dancers, pile drivers, and bridge builders, moved out on their construction trains to build the Great Northern Railway from Pacific Junction—4 miles west of Bull Hook Bottoms—to the West Coast.

  Because of flood worries and takeover by the railroad, the town’s early residents and their hastily built encampment of tents and shacks moved to the south side of the tracks where a permanent town grew. The railroad then began work on a six-stall roundhouse and railroad maintenance shops.

  By 1893 all operations of the railroad had been moved to the bottoms of Bull Hook Siding as it was now known. Bull Hook became the railroad’s largest repair and maintenance complex after the one in St. Paul, Minnesota, 905 miles to the east.

  Along with the railroad workers and bona fide merchants came the drifters who catered to human vices: the gamblers, saloonkeepers, and prostitutes. Most of them came from the army town of Cypress, 6 miles to the west of Big Sandy Creek near the Milk River. Its inhabitants had supplied for the needs of the soldiers at Fort Assinniboine, 5 miles to the south on Beaver Creek, a tributary of the Milk River.

  Fort Assinniboine had been built in 1879 to protect the settlers and cattlemen of northern Montana and to keep the thousands of Indians roaming the northern prairies of Montana and Canada under surveillance. The Great Northern—then the St. Paul, Minneapolis and Manitoba Railroad—had reached its westernmost point in 1887 and had built its western divisional headquarters 2 miles west of the fort.1

  The arrival of the railroad added to the wealth of Cypress’s residents. The town had been plotted and built just outside the military reservation in an area previously occupied by T. C. Power’s Trading Post, a Fort Benton company. The tough Cypress settlement, without law and order, gained such a rough and violent reputation that it eventually was declared off-limits to the soldiers.

  The name Cypress presumably came from the vast wooded and lush-grassed prairie lands of the Cypress Hills, which occupy part of southern Saskatchewan and Alberta. The hills were major summer feeding grounds for American cattle. Southern Montana cattle baron Conrad Kohrs alone leased 100,000 acres at 1 to 2 cents an acre.

  The unofficial mayor and founder of Cypress was Ole Oleson, a civilian military post employee. The town of tents and flimsy wood frame houses consisted of thirty-two saloons, two houses of prostitution, a Chinese restaurant, and a store established by David Cowan.

  Two well-known residents of Cypress were prostitutes Cowboy Annie and Cowboy Jack. Cowboy Annie gained her fame at Miles City, Montana, where she had mainly catered to the N Bar cattle outfit. A song about her2 went:

  Cowboy Annie was her name,

  And the N Bar was her game.

  And when the beef is four years old,

  We’ll fill her pillow slips with gold.
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  Annie was described as a pretty girl with dark eyes and hair. But by the time she reached Cypress, she had reached the bottom rung. On the other hand, Cowboy Jack’s star was just on the rise. She later ran Lethbridge, Alberta’s most famous brothel. Naturally it attracted cowboys. Other well-known girls at the camp included Silver and a 200-pound black lady called Diamond Lil.

  While Cypress boomed, the Milk River Country saw a steady flow of cattle from the south and southwest across the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers. Other herds came east from the state of Oregon and the territories of Washington and Idaho. These herds first grazed south from Fort Assinniboine and old Fort Belknap (present-day Chinook, Montana) into the nearby Bear’s Paw Mountains.

  The majority of the cattle outfits organized themselves as the Bear Paw Cattle Pool. The Pool’s members covered what is now Blaine, Hill, and Chouteau Counties and started with about 50,000 cattle in 1890.

  Another combination of ranchers united as the Shonkin Stock Association from the Highwood Mountains to the south with 20,000 beeves. The smaller ranches, numbering about one hundred, formed the Ranchers’ Stock Association.

  By the mid-1890s there would be an estimated 100,000 cattle grazing on the last free grass of the open range.3

  Havre

  As the country prospered so did Bull Hook Siding. However, James J. Hill, owner and founder of the railroad, didn’t want his division point called Bull Hook, so a committee representing Bull Hook’s first citizens met to pick a more respectable name. The group included several former Diamond R teamsters: Tom McDevitt, Gus DeCelles, Joe Demars, Exor Pepin, and Charley Goutchie.4

  Since most were French, the name France was first nominated and rejected. Finally Le Havre (The Harbor) was picked for Gus Descelle’s parents’ birthplace in France. Thus Havre (pronounced HAV-er) was born.

  Havre grew into the typical frontier town. Its streets were lined with tarpapered clapboard shacks and false-fronted, raw wood-framed buildings—except the city hall and jail building, which was a two-story log structure. Havre had dusty, deeply furrowed thoroughfares with uneven crude boardwalks. Rain transformed the streets into a heavy and sticky mass of boot-grabbing gumbo mud.

  Enterprising ex-soldiers John Bailey and George Purnell moved their saloon to Havre from Cypress and also started a saloon and boarding house at Halfway Lake between the fort and town. The local papers called it “Midway Plaisance.” George Bickle, who quit the saloon business for construction work, had the last business at Cypress. Bickle later served as Havre’s chief of police and Hill County sheriff. Another who joined the rush to Havre was “Dutch Em” from Chinook. She became the proprietor of the two-story stucco European Hotel in 1905 and married Tom McDevitt. One of the most talked about early residents was Alice Pleasant, known as “Ma Plaz” (or Plaas). She moved to Havre from Fort Assinniboine with her former army sergeant husband and three children. This large black woman, who always laughingly said she was the first white woman in northern Montana, ran the Home Café with prostitutes as a side order. It was first located in the rear of Bailey’s and Purnell’s Saloon. Her favorite activities, in addition to cooking first-class steaks and chicken dinners, were gambling and bumming cigars and gin drinks from the local bar and pool hall owners.

  Besides saloons there was the usual assortment of businesses: L.K. Devlin’s P-Cross meat market; the Joseph Gussenhoven hardware store and laundry; Henry Stringfellow’s drugstore; and William Thackeray’s food store, confectionery, and bakery. Chief among these businesses were Simon Pepin and Art and Ed Broadwater’s store. Other leading businessmen were Frank Chestnut and Louis (Shorty) Newman.

  Pepin, a former Diamond R wagon master and beef contractor to Fort Assinniboine, also started the first bank in Havre. Ed Broadwater, former civilian employee at the fort, became cashier after it was discovered that several thousand dollars had disappeared. A sticky-fingered employee named E.B. Norell had issued several loans to himself under the name John Doe. In a short time he became Havre’s first customer at the state prison.

  Pepin also established a large cattle ranch, the P-Cross, about 3 miles northeast of Havre on what now is called Shepherd Road. He had a second ranch in Alberta, Canada, near the Cypress Hills on the Canadian Pacific Railroad’s main line. Pepin later bought out a number of small ranchers and established a third ranch in the Bear’s Paw Mountains.

  The first mayor was William C. Broadwater, brother to Art and Ed. The Broadwater brothers were related to Montana’s famous “Colonel” Charles Broadwater of Helena, who was one of the wealthier men in the state. Besides being a military post contractor, the Colonel was also involved in a railroad, bank, freight line, and other enterprises. Art Broadwater ran a drugstore in connection with their hardware and general merchandise store. Pepin’s nephews, Exor and Adolph, worked for the Pepin-Broadwater Company also. You could almost call it a Pepin-Broadwater company town, except for the influence of James J. Hill.

  Havre was 80 miles from the county seat at Fort Benton. Chouteau County, reportedly the second largest county in the United States, was 168 miles long and 95 miles wide. The county was larger than the combined states of New Jersey, Connecticut, Delaware, and Rhode Island.

  Havre’s law enforcement along with the distant sheriff at Fort Benton, consisted of two constables—hardly adequate.

  As the town developed and grew, the local newspaper editors became increasingly concerned with Havre’s statewide reputation as a tough town—”robbers’ roost" and “completely uncivilized” were some descriptions used elsewhere in the state. But the local editors were determined to portray a civilized citizenship.

  Future Havre businessman Bill Wiltner, who arrived in 1895, would have quietly agreed with the unflattering descriptions.5 In Havre Wiltner left the train station and started down Third Avenue. He talked to a man named Tom Burns who ranched near Lohman, Montana. Bill said, “So this is Havre. Well, where is Bull Hook?” Burns said, “They used to call it Bull Hook, but the
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