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  MISSOURI RIVER COUNTRY


  IT'S EASY TO LOOK AT A MAP OF MONTANA and point to the northeast corner and say there’s nothing there. After all, there are only a couple of state parks, no interstate freeways, and the hills big enough to be called mountains can be counted on one hand. But what a map doesn’t show is the people who live there, and their connection to the land. Nor does a map convey a kind of beauty you just can’t see until you’re in the middle of it.


 These broad prairies are scattered with geological remnants of ancient seas, with regions of dramatic cliffs and canyons known as badlands. Agriculture has driven the economy here for generations, although oil and gas production from the Bakken Shale Formation has had a major, if inconsistent, impact on the region for decades.


  Agricultural economy is affected largely by factors outside of the region, so those in the eastern part of the state who make their living off the land largely ignore the cultural or social upheavals that take place in the bumpy west. The main thing that dictates their livelihoods and their day-to-day existence is the land. They have weather and climate to contend with, but the land rarely changes. Ranchers and farmers in this part of the state tend to take the long view—while they’re used to extreme weather cycles and market fluctuations, it can sometimes be uninformed decisions emanating from Helena that complicate their livelihoods.


  This is big, rugged country that demands self-reliance. It was the last part of the state to be settled, as pioneers from the east moved right through it on their way to the resource-laden mountains of the west. This settlement pattern is a demographic oddity that’s peculiar to Montana, as most of the West was settled east-to-west. The hardiest folk eventually did put down roots here, though, and their descendants still work the same land, albeit with modern methods and technology that makes life on the plains much less of a hardship.
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  Fort Union Trading Post National Historic Site as seen from the guard tower.
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  Oil rigs working the Baaken Shale Field in Missouri Country.


  Missouri River Country is also home to Fort Peck Indian reservation, home of the Assiniboine and Nakota tribes. It’s located just northeast of Fort Peck Lake, a sprawling, many-fingered body of water that spreads out endlessly into the impressive Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge, a stunning landscape that could give a National Park a run for its money.


  Up north, within an hour of the Canadian border, this area is traversed by the storied Hi-Line, a series of small towns dotting the U.S. Route 2 that runs alongside the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad for much of Montana. The Hi-Line, and Missouri River Country in general, might just epitomize the big sky of Big Sky Country. There’s something about being out there, with the wind blowing across a snow-blanketed prairie, with nothing but flat horizon as far as the eye can see, that’s pure and powerful. The sheer scale and distances here really can give you some perspective on your place in the world. The people who live in Missouri River Country, or grew up here and moved on, know it. If the lack of green patches and topographic squiggles on a map lead you to believe there’s nothing out here, you’re dead wrong. This is striking, handsome country and it takes a dyed-in-the-wool Montanan to appreciate it and call it home.



  DISCOVERING BOWDOIN


  ANY BIRDER WORTH HIS BUSHNELLS KNOWS that Montana has more than its share of excellent birdwatching opportunities. From the harlequin ducks in Glacier Park to the snow geese at Freezeout Lake, you can stuff your Instagram with endless photos of vast number of feathered specimens from hummingbirds to bald eagles that fly the Big Sky. In the west, the popular Teller Wildlife Refuge and Lee Metcalf Wildlife Refuge lie within 20 minutes of each other in the Bitterroot Valley, and in the Missouri Breaks the massive C. M. Russell Wildlife Refuge surrounds Fort Peck Lake. Ask any Montana birdwatching enthusiast to name her favorite, however, and Bowdoin National Wild-life Refuge (BNWR) will be mentioned time and again. Judging by several ornithological and environmental criteria, Bowdoin may be the most important of them all.


  Located seven miles northeast of Malta on the Hi-Line, 50 miles from the Canadian border, BNWR is an out-of-the-way destination that features a vast number of species not only of birds, but prairie mammals and a few megafauna as well. It’s one of Montana’s great watering holes, drawing 236 species of birds and serving as an important way station for migratory flocks on the Pacific and Central Flyways. Shorebirds, waterfowl, grassland birds—virtually every species that nests in or migrates through Montana can be seen here.


  Lake Bowdoin, the 4,000-acre centerpiece of the 15,551-acre refuge, wasn’t always a pothole lake that pulls in birds year-round. Fifteen thousand years ago, an ice sheet broke loose from Canada and migrated, moving a five-mile-wide channel of water—what’s now the Missouri River—50 miles south. The oxbow that was left behind formed a series of lakes known today as the Bowdoin Complex. Other refuges on the 14-site prairie pothole chain include Black Coulee, Creedman Coulee, Hewitt Lake and Lake Thibadeau. The complex sprawls over 84,724 acres of rolling prairie.


  Before human settlement, Lake Bowdoin was a catch basin for floods and heavy spring runoff, causing the level of the lake to fluctuate year to year. By the 1800s the lake had become an important water source for cattle being moved through the area, and the grasslands began to pay the price. Overgrazing was trashing the terrain, and conservation-minded sportsmen began to take notice. The area was popular with hunters, and by the early 1920s the Milk River Gun Club had erected a massive lodge on the lake shore. The Club offered a proposal to the U.S. Congress: they would protect the land, enforce game laws, and keep poachers away if they were granted 80 acres of land surrounding the Club. Although the bill passed the House and Senate, it was nixed by President Wilson, who may have already begun to see the area’s value as a preserve rather than a hunting ground. Shortly after Wilson’s veto the Club moved to Malta, but the building still remains.


  [image: Native grasses at Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge support dozens of species of birds.]

  Native grasses at Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge support dozens of species of birds.


  Bowdoin National Wildlife Preserve was established in 1936, providing both salt- and fresh-water habitat for migratory birds. As the twentieth century marched on, man’s encroachment on several species’ habitats was taking its toll. The Canada goose, ubiquitous today, was nearly extirpated in the early- to mid-twentieth century due to over-hunting and habitat loss. Thanks to habitat improvement efforts at Bowdoin and other refuges such as Medicine Lake, the birds’ numbers began to rebound by the early 1940s. The staff at Bowdoin also began incubating and hatching eggs, relocating the goslings to other prairie wetland refuges. Reintroduction of the Canada goose remains one of BNWR’s biggest accomplishments.


  Today, drivers, bikers, and intrepid hikers can tour Bowdoin year-round on the 15-mile two-track that circles the lake. It’s a well-placed path that comes close enough to bird habitat to allow for great views, but not close enough to disturb the birds. Waterfowl such as double-crested cormorants, American white pelicans, grebes, northern pintails, and other ducks are scattered all over the lake. With a decent zoom lens, you can also capture crisp images of wading shorebirds such as great blue herons, white-faced ibis, black-crowned night herons and more. The lake is also a favorite haunt of seagull species like Franklin’s, ring-billed and the California gull. Blackbirds (both red-winged and yellow-headed), western meadowlarks and other passerine species fill the air with song, adding a whimsical soundtrack to the experience.


  Bowdoin has plenty to offer for a wide variety of winged species. The area’s native grasses are supremely high quality, enough to draw Sprague’s pipit and the Baird’s sparrow, some very discerning birds.


  Wildlife buffs can find several terrestrial species in the refuge complex, from rabbits and skunks to larger animals like bobcats and white-tailed deer. Pronghorn, the sleek speedster of the Eastern prairie, abound. After the Bowdoin Migratory Waterfowl Refuge was established by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936, hunting was verboten, and the pronghorn is one species whose very existence in this area of Montana can be partially credited to the protection of Bowdoin. Their population had dropped to a mere seven individuals on the BNWR in the 1940s, but today counts on the refuge range between 100 and 150.


  One thing you’ll notice right away on the auto trail are the large patches of white interspersed among the grasses around the lake. What look like the sugar-white sands of a Gulf Coast beach are actually alkaline deposits. Although the water levels of Lake Bowdoin are kept relatively constant by the Milk River diversion from Dodson, there’s still evaporation to contend with. During the parched summer months up to 40 inches of water can evaporate from the lake. As the lakeshore recedes, it leaves behind sodium, calcium, magnesium and other salts leached from the water. The wind dissipates a lot of it, though, and during high water flows in the spring it’s mostly flushed away.


  A small visitor’s center is located at the head of the auto trail, and the staff are knowledgeable and helpful about where and when to observe wildlife all over the refuge. A large whiteboard just inside the door bears the entries of dozens of visitors who log the rare and elusive species of birds they’ve identified. This birder’s paradise doesn’t see a lot of traffic, rewarding visitors with a relaxed, peaceful experience while they mark specific species off their checklist, or just take it all in and enjoy the broad spectrum of animals cavorting in this beautiful grassland prairie and the inviting waters of its lake. Prime animal activity happens around sunrise and sunset, so headquartering in nearby Malta would afford quick access from the comfort of a hotel.


  It may surprise some that the seemingly empty expanse of prairie in much of Missouri River Country could contain such a largesse of riparian beauty, but the Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge is just one example of the various natural wonders that appear in Montana’s northeast. It’s a must-see for the birding buff who wants to witness one of the state’s biggest concentrations and widest variety of birds.




KID CURRY’S HAPPY PLACE


  Oh, give me land, lots of land under starry skies above

  Don’t fence me in

  Let me ride through the wide-open country that I love

  Don’t fence me in

  “DON’T FENCE ME IN” by Cole Porter


  WHILE THE LYRICS OF COLE PORTER'S COWBOY CLASSIC might conjure visions of the expansive vistas afforded by Montana’s northeast quadrant, many of Missouri River Country’s inhabitants in the late 1800s saw these wide-open spaces as the perfect place to hole up while evading the bounty hunters and law enforcement types who wanted nothing better than to bring them to justice for their crimes. From “Dutch” Henry Ieuch to George “Big Nose” Parrott, scores of horse thieves, cattle rustlers and train robbers of the Old West chose to hide out in the sparsely populated territory north of the Missouri River, bounded by Canada and the Dakotas. They were less concerned with being fenced in than by being locked up.


  The Wild West outlaw is such an enduring character in folklore and popular culture that it comes as a bit of a surprise that his heyday lasted only about thirty years during the main expansion of pioneers and settlers into the west. Many of these mounted miscreants traveled the infamous Outlaw Trail, which ran from Saskatchewan, Canada, through Wyoming, Utah, Colorado and Arizona, on into Mexico. In Missouri River Country, horse thieves and cattle rustlers moved freely back and forth between Canada and Montana, crossing the porous border between Saskatchewan and Sheridan County, north of Plentywood. The trail, more a series of hideouts than an actual path, runs westward from there, passing through Scobey before turning south to meander through Wyoming, Colorado, Utah and beyond. Dozens of larger-than-life criminal cowboys are sprinkled through the history of the West, many with names that might be a good handle for a modern boxer or rapper. Raw-hide Rawlins, George “Flat Nose” Curry, “Long” Henry Thompson, Charley “Red” Nelson—these were just a few of the notorious thieves and robbers who circulated in northeast Montana, raising hell and sometimes paying for their misdeeds by dancing at the end of a rope.


  [image: Harvey Logan, aka Kid Curry, appears in John Schwartz’s famous “Fort Worth Five” photo of members of the Wild Bunch. Logan is standing at the right, with his hand on the shoulder of Butch Cassidy. Public Domain]

  Harvey Logan, aka Kid Curry, appears in John Schwartz’s famous “Fort Worth Five” photo of members of the Wild Bunch. Logan is standing at the right, with his hand on the shoulder of Butch Cassidy. Public Domain


  The most famous of these Montana-based outlaws was probably Harvey Alexander Logan, an Iowa-born cowpuncher better known as “Kid” Curry. Reportedly a hard-working cowboy and expert roper, Curry came to Montana with his three brothers—who also nicked the Curry name from a Texan named George “Flat Nose” Curry—in the early 1890s and found work in the Little Rockies along the western edge of Missouri River Country. It wasn’t long before Curry embarked on the outlaw life, after an altercation with Pike Landusky, the owner of a gold mining claim near Rocky Point. Landusky was shot to death in a saloon in his eponymous town, the first of several murders attributed to Kid Curry over a ten-year period.


  Not long after slipping out of town to avoid jail time, Curry headed south to Colorado and began riding with a group of bank robbers headed by Tom “Black Jack” Ketchum. After knocking over a bank in Belle Fourche, South Dakota, the gang rode to Montana to continue their crime spree. Eventually, after a disagreement with Ketchum over his cut in a train robbery, Curry and his brother George left the gang and joined up with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, riding with the Wild Bunch. The crew went on to roam the western territory, eventually becoming the most successful train robbing gang in the country. The Wild Bunch was part of the legendary Hole-in-the-Wall Gang, a loose conglomeration of outlaw bands named for the geologically perfect Hole-in-the-Wall Pass in Wyoming, a notch in the Big Horn Mountains where they maintained a hideout, and lawmen could not approach undetected. At the end of the 1800s the Wild Bunch began to gain notoriety. Their daring heist of a Union Pacific passenger train near Wilcox, Wyoming, on June 2, 1899, was the basis of the popular movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Based loosely on fact, the 1969 film was famously headlined by Robert Redford and Paul Newman, but also featured Ted Cassidy (who also played Lurch in TV’s The Addams Family) as Kid Curry.


  After the famous heist in Wilcox, Curry spent a fair amount of his days circling back to Montana, where he would lay low in the Missouri Breaks, eluding capture by the Pinkerton detectives, contracted killers, and various lawmen who sought to make their careers by capturing the man who became known as “the wildest of the Wild Bunch.” He spent much of his time on the Logan ranch in Landusky, and some striking evidence of Curry’s presence in the area was recently found near Ingomar. “Kid Curry 1901” is carved into a sandstone monolith about five miles north of Highway 12. The carving has been documented and its photograph entered into the Smithsonian Institute collection, and expert handwriting comparisons suggest that this was the actual Kid Curry’s handiwork. He was in the area at the time, as he reportedly robbed a Great Northern train at Wagner, in Phillips County, on July 3 of that year. He and his gang got away with an estimated $40,000 worth of unsigned bank notes.


  After a decade that saw him credited with seven robberies, nine killings and at least two jailbreaks, Kid Curry’s notorious ride through the Wild West would finally come to an end in dramatic fashion that would befit the legend of one of Montana’s most notable outlaws. It happened on June 7, 1904, when Curry and two other men robbed a westbound San Francisco Express near Parachute, Colorado, and led a growing posse on a frantic two-day chase across the Colorado River into the plains, where the bandits fueled their escape by stealing horses and provisions from several ranches. A six-man posse eventually cornered the trio on a steep ridge near East Divide Creek. At this point the outlaws, having lost their horses, faced imminent capture or death. A shootout erupted, and Curry was plugged by a rancher named Rolla Gardner, who was crouched behind the body of his horse which had just been shot out from under him by Curry. The slug hit Curry’s shoulder, plowed through his rib cage, shattered his sternum, and tore through his other arm. Curry realized that he was at the end of his trail, facing either a slow, painful death or life in prison. For much of his outlaw career, Kid Curry had bragged that he would never be taken alive by a lawman and, true to his word, he put the barrel of his pistol to his temple and pulled the trigger. For his efforts in bringing about the demise of one of America’s most wanted men, Gardner received $25 and a new horse.


  Kid Curry, though, is the one whose legend lives on, surrounded by the mystique of the Wild West outlaw. The endless expanse of Missouri River Country, with its target-rich railroads and vast geography in which to lay low, proved irresistible to Curry and dozens of other outlaws who left their bloody mark on Western history.




  PALLID STURGEON AND THE LOWER YELLOWSTONE IRRIGATION PROJECT


  AMONG MONTANA'S LAUDED FISH SPECIES, the sleek and sexy trout get most of the glory, sometimes sharing the spotlight with arctic grayling or warm-water game fish like walleye or bass, but pity the pallid sturgeon, the Ernest Borgnine of Montana’s native fish. This pale, duck-billed creature looks like a cross between an alligator and a shark, if maybe somehow there was an armadillo involved. It wears its prehistoric origins on it bony sleeve and can grow as big as 5 feet long and 85 pounds at full maturity, which takes 15 years. Although it can live as long as 100 years, it spawns infrequently and demands a fairly specific environment for its eggs to survive. The pallid sturgeon is a living dinosaur, having changed little since the Cretaceous period 70 million years ago.


  Once abundant in the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers and along the entire Mississippi River drainage, their numbers began to drop as dams appeared along the Missouri in the mid-twentieth century. By the 1990s, their habitat degraded so much that the pallid sturgeon was placed on the endangered species list. By 2005 there were ninety fish left in the upper Missouri drainage, all living in a short stretch of the Yellowstone. An aging population survived in the lower Mississippi River, but natural procreation had all but stopped.


  The Yellowstone River is frequently called the longest undammed river in America. That’s not true. It has at least seven dams, four of them between Sidney and Billings in its lower stretch. They’re not hydroelectric structures, nor are they there for flood control. They’re all submerged dams, called weirs, and they’re there for one purpose—to divert water from the Yellowstone for irrigation on the surrounding farmland.


  The weir between Sidney and Lake Sakakawea in North Dakota, the vast body of water where all the pallid sturgeon eggs used to drift after spawning had taken place far upstream, is now the focus of the Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project (LYIP). Although the weir at Sidney is submerged, it’s piled shore to shore with huge boulders that protrude above the river’s surface, except during the high-water flows of spring. Pallid sturgeon are big, but they are not nearly athletic enough to propel themselves up and over the boulders, salmon-style, to reach their spawning grounds upstream. To save the pallid sturgeon from extinction, several government agencies, along with the State of Montana and the Nature Conservancy, signed an agreement in 2005 to analyze the situation and come up with an alternative plan for the sturgeon to bypass the Intake Diversion Dam.


  [image: The original wooden frame structure still stands at the Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project dam near Sidney.]

  The original wooden frame structure still stands at the Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project dam near Sidney.


  An Environmental Assessment was completed in 2010. Fish screens were installed. A rock ramp was designed. Head gates were adjusted to produce the proper turbulence and suction that would not interfere with larval drift or allow eggs to flow into the irrigation canal. Public meetings were held in Glendive, Sidney, and Billings, drawing hundreds of people who wanted to voice their support of the project.


  [image: James Brower, Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project Manager, stands on a platform overlooking the weir that blocked the pallid sturgeon before a fish bypass was built.]

  James Brower, Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project Manager, stands on a platform overlooking the weir that blocked the pallid sturgeon before a fish bypass was built.


  “The Environmental Assessment was two thousand pages long,” says James Brower, who’d come onboard as the LYIP manager in 2012. “We planned for twelve fish gates, even though we were told we only needed eleven.” After the screens and head gates were put into use, however, the overall plan was deemed unworkable. By 2015 a new plan had emerged, and it was elegantly simple: They would build a bypass channel around the dam.


  That’s when the lawsuit hit.


  In 2015 the Defenders of Wildlife and the Natural Resource Defense Council filed a lawsuit alleging that the LYIP was in violation of the Endangered Species Act. The suit’s aim was to remove every diversion dam on the river completely, “restoring the area to its pristine, Lewis and Clark-era condition,” says Brower. The stakes were huge, with two things hanging in the balance—the survival of a species that had been around for millions of years, and the ongoing way of life for hundreds of families in Richland County who depend on irrigation. An estimated 2310 jobs would be lost without the diversion and its irrigation. The aquifer would dry up. There would be no drinking water from the wells.


  Judge Brian Morris presided over the first of four hearings in Great Falls, where more than twenty people from Sidney had made the six-hour bus trip to voice their concerns. Hundreds filed declarations of support of the fish bypass that would allow the dam to remain. Later that summer the court granted an injunction, halting work on the bypass. Construction equipment was sent back to Denver, says Brower, at a cost of a million dollars. “The reason this case dragged on so long,” he adds, “is that it’s different than what it sounds like.”


  The plaintiffs recommended that Sidney should install a series of massive irrigation pumps at a cost of $132 million. Two years later, in 2017, the agencies involved completed a supplemental EIS that concluded that the bypass was, indeed, the best solution. The lawsuit could have ended then, says Brower, had Judge Morris simply gone to the dam at Intake to see for himself what the proposed bypass would look like. Instead, the judge issued yet another injunction, stopping work on the bypass.


  Finally, the LYIP won a victory through the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. On April 4, 2018, that court issued a negative review of Judge Morris’s decisions, and the injunction was lifted. There would be no more appeals from the plaintiffs.


  Sidney held a parade at the end of summer to celebrate the salvation of the town’s livelihood.


  Today, the Yellowstone River flows over the weir at Intake, oblivious to the mighty struggle that took place over the future of its waters. James Brower looks across the river at the bypass, then takes a few minutes to inspect the gleaming chrome drums of the $27 million fish screen. Although the main bypass is not completed, he’s not worried about the sturgeon. Some tagged specimens have already made it upstream through the preliminary bypass. “This isn’t just us winning,” he says about the Sidney farming community’s legal victory. “Now it sets legal precedence where other farmers can go back to our case. This is the way we should approach saving these endangered species.” After two and a half years spent fighting for his project in courtrooms, he’s happy to be able to just do the job he loves. “Water is one of the most powerful forces on earth. That’s why I got into irrigation.”




  MONTANA’S OWN BRIDGE TO NOWHERE


  MONTANA HAS SOME GREAT BRIDGES. Snowden Bridge in Nohly isn’t the highest—that honor belongs to the Koocanusa Bridge near Eureka, which at 270 feet above Lake Koocanusa, is higher than the Golden Gate Bridge. Nor is Snowden Montana’s oldest bridge. In Fort Benton, the five-span steel behemoth that spans the Missouri River holds that title, having been built in 1888, some 25 years before the Snowden Bridge was opened. There are prettier bridges, busier bridges, and longer bridges (also the Koocanusa), but the Snowden Bridge, when completed, had one claim to fame that still stands: it


  

  [image: The Snowden Bridge spans the Missouri River near Nohly. Photo courtesy of MonDak Heritage Center]
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