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ON THE COVER:  The Crail Ranch sawmill work crew wait for the snow to melt in this 

photograph from the Historic Crail Ranch collection dating to about 1920. The collection is 

comprised of hundreds of photographs, documents and artifacts relating to life on the Crail 

Ranch and in the Gallatin Canyon during the homestead era from 1902 – 1950. Most of the 

collection came from the Franklin W. Crail family of Oregon.  
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Preface 
 

“Historic Crail Ranch” is the name given to two small log cabins built before 1910 by 

original homesteaders to the area that is now the world-class year-round resort known as 

“Big Sky.”  The buildings have somehow survived the harsh Montana high country weather 

and the machinations of the developers for more than 110 years.  

Through the efforts of community members including the Gallatin Canyon Women’s Club, 

the cabins are listed in the National Register of Historic Places. They are preserved as an 

educational resource under the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators, a chartered committee of 

the non-profit Big Sky Community Organization.  

As part of its mission, the Crail Ranch Conservators develop stories of interest about the 

Crail Ranch and the Gallatin Canyon. Most of the articles in this collection were published in 

local media during the period 2012 - 2016.  

We have sorted the stories into three categories: 

- Part 1: Early Days includes stories about the Gallatin Basin area and some of its citizens 

before the coming of the homesteaders in the late 1890s.  

- Part 2: Homestead Years contains stories on the period from about 1895 to 1950, when 

families like the Crails were establishing their homesteads and making a go of ranching and 

other endeavors in the rough Montana high country  

- Part 3: When Crail Ranch became “Historic” includes stories on the varying roles that the 

Crail Ranch played as the area transitioned from the Gallatin Basin, with a loose array of 

ranching operations, guest ranches, summer cabins, and traveler’s rest stops, into the world-

class Big Sky Resort.  

We would like to thank the members of the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators, particularly 

those who have contributed to this assemblage. We also want to thank our many, many 

donors who have supported the preservation of Crail Ranch over the years.  

Finally, we owe the greatest debt of gratitude to the Crail Family, whose pioneering spirit 

created the Crail Ranch and who, in recent years, have trusted us with the artifacts, 

photographs and documents that reveal the history of the earliest settlers in what we now call 

“Big Sky.” 

- Historic Crail Ranch Conservators, 2016 
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A Timeline History of  

Crail Ranch 
 

Assembled by the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators including Barbara Hoberecht, Barbara Gillispie, Kate 

Evans, Anne Marie Mistretta and Al Lockwood. Originally published as part of the Crail Ranch Host 

Guidelines. First published online at crailranch.org in 2010. 

 

The story of the Crail Ranch in Big Sky, Montana really begins back in Indiana 

and Missouri in the middle of the 19th Century… 

 

Early Days 

November 18, 1842 Augustus Franklin Crail is born in Decatur County, Indiana, to Samuel 

Spencer Crail II and Catherine Weaver.  

1862 Homestead Act is signed into law by President Lincoln, basically giving people who 

move into western territories the right to 160 acres of land for free. Typically, a prospective 

homesteader must be head of household or 21 years old, pay a small filing fee 

(approximately $10), live on the land, "put down a house" (no size requirement), and 

improve the land (e.g., plant a crop).  After 5 years, having met these requirements, the 

homesteader must take two witnesses to the state capital and "prove up," giving him or her 

title to the land. 

1863 Gold rush begins in Montana 

January 20, 1864 Sarah Lorrie Creek, known as “Sallie,” who will become Sallie Creek 

Crail, is born in Platte County, Missouri to Abraham and Rachel Ella Grayson Creek. 

May 26, 1864 Montana becomes an incorporated territory of the United States 

1865 A. F. Crail, age 22, leaves Indiana and comes to Montana via wagon train from St 

Joseph, Missouri. He first works in a quartz mine near Helena.   

1868 Homesteading begins in earnest in the Montana Territory, but the rugged Gallatin 

Canyon deters all but the hardiest prospectors and trappers for many years. 

1869 The Union Pacific rail line reaches Corrine, Utah.  A. F.  Crail is involved in 

transporting freight to, from and within Montana.   

1870 – 1890 A. F. Crail builds and expands a homestead ranch in the Springhill section north 

of Bozeman, working a portion of it and leasing the remainder. 
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1880 - 1900 The Utah & Northern Railroad enters Montana and reaches Bozeman. As the 

railroad expands with spur lines in the area, the need for logs for railroad ties motivates 

loggers to cut a crude road up the Gallatin Canyon to reach prime logging areas along 

tributary creeks as far up as West Fork, Porcupine, Cinnamon, Taylor Fork and Black Butte. 

The rough logging roads are used by ranchers in the lower Gallatin Valley to bring cattle, 

horses and sheep up into the good grazing land along the tributaries in the Gallatin Basin. 

 1886 A. F. Crail, 44, marries Sallie L. Creek, 22, in Bozeman. Sallie and many of her family 

members came to the Bozeman area from Missouri after the Civil War.  

August 4, 1887 Eugene Crail, oldest child of Augustus Franklin and Sallie Crail, is born in 

Bozeman, Montana Territory. 

August 26, 1888 Emmett Crail, second son of Augustus Franklin and Sallie Crail, is born at 

Springhill in Bozeman, Montana Territory. 

 November 8, 1889 Montana becomes the 41st state. 

 

Homestead Era 

1896 - 1900 Augustus Franklin Crail is elected to the 9th District Court in Bozeman in 

November, 1896, and serves until 1900.  

January 7, 1896 Lilian Crail, daughter of Augustus and Sallie Crail is born in Bozeman. 

1890s First homesteaders move into Gallatin Canyon near what is now Big Sky, Montana. 

December 1901 Augustus Franklin Crail purchases a 160-acre homestead in what is now Big 

Sky meadow areas from Daniel Inabnit for about $1 per acre. Land includes a small cabin. 

May 1902 Augustus Franklin Crail with his wife Sallie, sons Eugene (age 14) and Emmett 

(age 13), and daughter Lilian (age 6) move to the homestead in what is now the meadow 

section of Big Sky, Montana. They initially occupy the small cabin on the homestead but 

soon begin building a second cabin.  The family summered here and wintered in Bozeman. 

1902 - 1914 The Crails complete a second cabin opposite the first cabin and add newspaper 

insulation in the walls as early as 1906. Over the course of the next several years, they 

expand the second cabin by adding a kitchen to the east end of the first floor, raising the roof, 

and building two bedrooms on the second floor.  During these years the homestead becomes 

a working ranch as the Crails add work buildings including a forge, hay barns, a sawmill, and 

a spring house over the creek for cold storage. They raise wheat, cattle, horses, and sheep. 

They grow and harvest hay for livestock feed.  Sallie Crail works on quilts, such as those 

now in possession of Historic Crail Ranch.  The family maintains their home on West Main 

Street in Bozeman, at least through 1910, as shown by the US Census for that year. 

September 7, 1914 Sallie Creek Crail dies in Bozeman at age 50. She is interred in the 

Sunset Hills Cemetery in Bozeman. 
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1914 – 1924 After Sallie’s death, Augustus Franklin Crail continues to expand the ranch 

from a small homestead to a full-time ranching operation.  

- Son Eugene Crail works a carpenter and also studies architecture through the International 

Correspondence School of Scranton, Pennsylvania.  He joins the Army in 1918 and serves as 

a hospital surveyor in England during WWI. Upon return, he practices carpentry trade in 

Bozeman and the Gallatin Valley.   

- Son Emmett Crail remains on the Ranch with his father, expanding it into a full-time 

ranching operation.  

- Daughter Lilian Crail completes schooling in Bozeman and then attends nursing school in 

Chicago. After graduation, she becomes a nurse in Cook County, Illinois and resides there. 

September 4, 1924 Augustus Franklin Crail dies of heart failure at the Crail Ranch at the age 

of 82. He is buried in the Sunset Hills Cemetery in Bozeman.  

1924 - 1949 After the death of the original homesteader, Crail Ranch passes to his sons 

Eugene and Emmett. Daughter Lilian does not receive a share of the Ranch, having received 

her share earlier in the form of tuition to nursing school. 

- Eugene Crail, the oldest son, becomes a successful carpenter in the Bozeman and Gallatin 

Canyon area. In 1929 he builds the first permanent schoolhouse for the Ophir district.  He 

also builds structures at Presbyterian Camp in the Gallatin Valley and in Bozeman and 

Gallatin County. In 1931, he moves to a farm on West Babcock St in Bozeman.  He marries 

Mary Alice Fowler Phillips, who has two boys from a previous marriage. At 48 years of age, 

Eugene fathers a son, Francis William Crail, the only biological grandchild of Frank Crail.  

During WWII Eugene moves to Port Angeles, Washington to help with the war effort. 

- Emmett Crail, the middle son, remains on the Crail Ranch continuing wheat farming, 

raising milk cows, and other operations. To improve the work of harvesting and drying hay 

for livestock feed, he brings to the Ranch a “beaverslide,” a Montana invention for stacking 

hay. He serves on the local school board and is chairman for several years. He is friendly 

with a schoolteacher from Anaconda, Montana named Annie Breneman. She and her niece 

and nephew are frequent visitors to the Ranch. 

- Lilian Crail, having obtained her nursing degree, lives and works for a time in Chicago and 

then moves to Long Beach, California where she is caretaker for the aging parents of 

Lockheed engineer Hal DeWaide. In 1957, Lilian and Hal are married in Clark County, 

Nevada. 

June 1949 Emmett Crail, age 60, marries his longtime friend, schoolteacher Annie 

Breneman, age 63, a college graduate who had taught high school mathematics in both 

Bozeman and then Anaconda. They live at the Crail Ranch for a short time and then move to 

the Bozeman Hot Springs area. Annie Crail dies there in 1958. 

1950 Emmett Crail sells Crail Ranch, which had grown to 960 acres, to Jack and Elaine 

Hume, a younger couple from California. The Humes add a bathroom on the north side of the 

main cabin and picture windows in the main cabin. Finding that the small cabin blocks her 
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the view of Lone Peak from the living room of the main cabin, Mrs. Hume has her husband 

move the small cabin from its original location west of the main cabin to its present location. 

The Humes partner with Tom and Florence Boa and acquire the B-K Ranch, which they 

rename Lone Mountain Ranch, operating it primarily as a dude ranch.   

1962 The Humes sell the entire Crail Ranch and Lone Mountain Ranch property to Sam 

Smeding, who uses it as a base to run cattle in the scrub meadow area that is now the Big Sky 

golf course. The combined property has grown to more than 1,400 acres; however, many of 

the ranch buildings were torn down by the Humes. 

 

When Crail Ranch became “Historic” 

1970 Retired TV newscaster Chet Huntley and his consortium (including Chrysler Realty, 

Continental Oil, Northwest Airlines, Burlington Northern Railroad, and Montana Power) 

purchase the Crail Ranch property from Sam Smeding for what will become Big Sky Resort.  

1970 - 1980 The Crail Ranch small cabin and main cabin are used as bunkhouses for workers 

building the golf course and the Big Sky Resort. The small cabin suffers a fire that nearly 

guts the interior. The exterior is mostly untouched. Other ranch buildings built by the Crails 

are torn down during this time.  

Summer 1970 Frank Crail, grandson of the original homesteaders, visits the Crail Ranch 

with his father Eugene and his Uncle Emmett. They find that many of the old Ranch 

buildings are gone. The main cabin and the small cabin still stand, but the buildings are 

occupied by workers. They walk around the main cabin but are not allowed to enter. It is 

believed to be the last time that the children of the original homesteaders see the Crail Ranch. 

June 4, 1975 Emmett Crail dies at Deaconess Hospital in Billings, Montana at age 86. He is 

interred in the Breneman plot in the Sunset Hills Cemetery in Bozeman, near the grave of his 

wife Annie Breneman Crail (who died in 1958). 

March 26, 1981 Lilian Crail DeWaide dies in Salem, Oregon at age 85. Her remains are 

interred in the DeWaide family mausoleum in Long Beach, California. 

August 12, 1981 The Gallatin Canyon Historical Society holds its first meeting at the Crail 

Ranch.  The group forms a constitution, sponsors many history seminars, and applies for 

inclusion of the Crail Ranch buildings on the National Register of Historic Places.  This 

group works with the Crail Ranch for the next 7 or 8 years. 

April 15, 1982 Through the efforts of the Gallatin Canyon Historical Society, the Historic 

Crail Ranch buildings are formally listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

February 26, 1985 Eugene Crail dies in Oregon at age 97 and is interred at Belcrest 

Memorial Park, Salem, Oregon. At the time of his death he has been a dues-paying member 

of the Carpenter's Union for 80 years. 

1990s Boyne and the Big Sky Resort formally cede the Historic Crail Ranch to the Big Sky 

Owner’s Association.  The BSOA and the Historic Crail Ranch Restoration Committee of the 
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Gallatin Canyon Women’s Club restore the Crail Ranch to the point where it can be opened 

to visitors.  In the late 1990s, the groups jointly apply for Big Sky Resort Tax Board funding 

to underwrite the restoration.   

July 2001 The main cabin at Historic Crail Ranch is opened for the first time for public tours 

in the summer months. The small cabin, mainly being used to store equipment, is open for 

“peek in the door” visiting. 

September 2002 Crail Ranch gates and fencing are erected. 

May 2004 Conservators contact Frank Crail, son of Eugene Crail and grandson of the 

original homesteaders.  During a Conservator’s visit to his home in Sisters, Oregon, Frank 

donates many artifacts, photographs, and documents to the Historic Crail Ranch. 

July 2004 Frank Crail visits the Historic Crail Ranch and entrusts to the Big Sky Owner’s 

Association hundreds artifacts, photographs, original furniture, and documents from the Crail 

family. He also meets for the first time with members of the Crail family from Indiana. The 

event is also attended by Elaine Hume, who purchased the Ranch from Emmett Crail in 1950 

and the great-grandson of Daniel Inabnit, who sold Augustus F. Crail the original land parcel. 

A DVD is made of the 2004 event. 

2006 Historic Crail Ranch Conservators are chartered as a committee of the non-profit Big 

Sky Community Corporation with the mission to preserve and maintain the Historic Crail 

ranch in perpetuity for those interested in the history of Big Sky, Gallatin County, Montana, 

and the American West.  

2008 Conservators contract with an archaeologist and cultural materials specialist to 

inventory and catalog over 1400 artifacts in a museum-based system. 

2012 Conservators design and construct a year-round exhibit, called The History Annex, at 

the Big Sky Chamber of Commerce. 

October 1, 2012 In response to community calls for a museum to portray the history of Big 

Sky, the Conservators adopt the name Crail Ranch Homestead Museum.  

2014 Several community organizations (Rotary Club of Big Sky, the Buck and Helen Knight 

Foundation, and the Big Sky Owners Association) contribute funds that enable Conservators 

to erect a storage building on the historic grounds. 

2015 For the first time the small cabin becomes display space for ranching exhibits. Also, the 

Conservators connect with the owner of AF Crail's first ranch (dating to the 1870s) in the 

Bridgers north of Bozeman. 
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Part 1: Early Days 
	  

	  

Loggers	  known	  as	  "Tie	  Hackers"	  work	  a	  logjam	  on	  the	  Gallatin	  River	  circa	  1900	  

[Photography	  Collection,	  The	  New	  York	  Public	  Library] 

 

In earliest times, Indians at the hunter/gatherer level -- Shoshone, Bannock, Nez Perce, 

Crow, and others -- trekked along the Gallatin Crest and camped on the Gallatin River.   

In the early 1800s, Lewis and Clark explored the rivers that joined to form the Missouri and 

named one after Albert Gallatin, Thomas Jefferson’s Secretary of the Treasury.  

Next came Mountain Men, who trapped fur-bearing animals along the river and its 

tributaries. Still later, a few prospectors visited the canyon to search for valuable minerals. 

Failed miners became farmers in the Gallatin Valley, and the town of Bozeman grew.  

After the Civil War, more settlers came to the Montana Territory and the railroad chugged 

into town. Loggers began cutting rough roads up the Gallatin Canyon in their pursuit of logs 

for the railroad. Ranchers took advantage of the logging roads to drive cattle up through the 

Canyon to the Gallatin Basin where they could graze in the meadows along the tributary 

streams. 

Yellowstone Park was created in 1871 and brought visitors to the area. The Gallatin 

National Forest was created in 1899. According to Teddy Roosevelt’s plan, land in the 

Gallatin Basin was set aside for homesteading, and soon the area that is now Big Sky began 

to see its first permanent settlers. 
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The Mountain Shoshone – 

A history of the Sheep Eater Indians 

in the Big Sky area 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in Montana Outlaw magazine, summer 2012, and online at 

Explorebigsky.com, June 16, 2012 
 
They called themselves Tukudika, eaters of meat, and 
they likely spent summers in and around Big Sky.  
Surely, the “Cut-tuh-o’gwa” (Shoshone for “swift 

water”), our Gallatin River, was a source of fish and 

plants for their diet. And just a few miles to the 

northwest, Sacajawea, the fabled Shoshone guide of the 

Lewis and Clark expedition, was kidnapped at the 

headwaters of the Missouri, near what is now Three 

Forks.  

The Mountain Shoshone, also known as the Sheep 

Eaters, were one of the bands that made up the great 

Shoshone people, Numic speakers linguistically related 

and located in California and the Great Basin.  

“Sheep Eater” references first appeared in the mid-19th 

century when U. S. Indian Affairs agents, not 

recognizing bands of Indians as users of multiple 

resources, devised a classification system that described 

them by what they appeared to be eating. Bighorn sheep 

certainly provided high protein meals, but 

archaeological evidence confirms Sheep Eater palates 

and menus, like all at the hunter/gatherer level, were 

much broader. They hunted 60 different mammals, 

caught six species of fish, and foraged for seasonal plant foods. 

The Shoshone expanded their range to what is now Idaho, Montana and Wyoming, following 

resources, particularly water, over the course of the first thousand years or more AD. 

Archaeologists offer varying opinions on when the Shoshone expanded their southwestern 

range, but most believe that over a period of thousands of years small familial and social 

cohorts, called kin and cliques, adopted a seasonal culture that moved with the resources and 

angled northeastward. The Shoshone were definitely in the greater Gallatin Valley at least 

100-200 years prior to European adventurers and American expansionists arrived. 

Wikiups, still observed occasionally in the 
mountains of southwestern Montana, may 
have served as "wayfarer shelters" for the 
Sheep Eaters and other Indian travelers in 

the area. 
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Artifacts from the Folsom Period (dated 9,000 years ago) have been found in this region, and 

most Indian bands believe they are connected to the ancients. DNA and language evidence 

points toward the Shoshone of the 1800s as descents from this time. 

By the late 1800s, disease, combative tribes, trappers and treaties had shrunk the Shoshone’s 

once expansive range, and their overlap increased with the Crow, Blackfeet, Pend d’Oreille, 

and Flathead (Salish) in warfare and diaspora. 

The Tukudika, with their tremendous hunting prowess and mountaineering skills, found 

refuge in the territory in and around Yellowstone National Park. There, they embraced the 

traditional hunter/gatherer culture until the 1890s. Making their home in such rugged country 

likely caused them to shun horses, unlike other Shoshone, and instead use pack dogs. This 

type of resourcefulness allowed the Mountain Shoshone to evade enemies rather than 

aggressively resist them, particularly the Blackfeet, the Hidatsa and slave traders. 

But this behavior, coupled with their lack of horses, caused white men in the 19th century to 

see the Sheep Eaters as pitiful, impoverished and cowering. That depiction was likely self-

serving for administrators of Indian Affairs, and eventually the superintendents of the 

country’s first national park, which needed to be kept “safe from the Indians.”  

This region in and around Yellowstone stood at a crossroads among various cultures, where 

Indians from the Plains, the Great Basin, and the salmon-rich territory in Idaho met to trade. 

The Tukudika could offer valuable animal skins, well-constructed clothing, and obsidian for 

projectile points.  

Today, evidence of their passage remains in cairns, pottery, projectiles, flakes of stone, game 

capture structures like traps and drivelines, trails and a few burial sites. All of these 

“writings” help archaeologists better understand the Mountain Shoshone and other Indians 

who visited this area seasonally. 

“We examine the ethnographic, historic, photographic and archaeological records and infer 

to compile a clearer picture,” says Scott Carpenter, archaeologist and president of 

InteResources Planning in Bozeman. 

Pottery finds, for example, can tell more about Indian presence, but the archaeological record 

is often mixed, with components of various cultural groups sharing the same region over 

time. Steatite pots, carved from quarried talc (commonly known as soapstone) deposits, are 

attributed to the Shoshone. Steatite is found readily throughout the Greater Yellowstone 

Ecosystem; those quarries closest to this area are located near modern day Virginia City and 

Dillon. The heavy pots were often cached at occupation sites for future use, but some 

traveled with the Indians, making it possible that Madison or Beaverhead river valley talc 

quarries were the origin for pots excavated near the Yellowstone. 

There are 20 sites in Park County with Shoshone ware and steatite, and burial sites at 

Yellowstone’s Fishing Bridge and at Mummy Cave in Wyoming, according to anthropologist 

Dr. Larry Lahren, founder of Anthro Research Inc. Archaeological evidence points to 

concentrated use of the Paradise and Madison valleys; however, very little is known about 

the archaeological record of Gallatin Canyon, Carpenter says. This is because very few, 

controlled archaeological excavation projects have been conducted. What we do know is that 
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the narrowness of the canyon made it challenging for travel, which concentrated Indian 

occupation in a few small areas.  

Although Big Sky and Gallatin Canyon haven’t yielded cultural materials like pottery, rock 

art or burial sites, a good deal of ‘lithic scatter’ has been found. These are stone tools and 

chips scattered on the surface of a site, and they constitute the most frequently found 

evidence of Indian presence in the area.  

“The material culture that remains on most [archeological] sites is generally a fraction of 

what had been left behind due to deterioration and erosion, weather, later human disturbances 

and deposition by floods,” Carpenter explains. 

Like modern campers, the Indians stayed serially at several places in the canyon. In the 

1960s, archaeology student Lewis Napton found knives, scrapers, an awl, projectile points 

and flakes along the Gallatin River, near confluences with several creeks. Many of these 

areas were degraded by flooding and a 1953 upgrade of Highway 191.  

Another heavily used camp existed on the west fork of the Gallatin near where the Conoco 

gas station sits today, but that site was destroyed by gold prospectors in the 1890s and then 

later development. Some of the material unearthed in these areas dates back to the Folsom 

Period.  

Indians, including Tukudika, likely used Big Sky as a connector between the Paradise and 

Madison valleys to the east and the west. Plus, Carpenter says, “There were animals and 

plants here that were not seen elsewhere at certain points in the year, and the Indians were 

aware of that.” 

The nearby Gallatin Crest was also a major Indian travel and hunting zone, extending from 

the Yellowstone area to the Gallatin and Paradise valleys. Archaeological finds along that 

“highway” route, much of which is above 8,000 feet, have been plentiful. Recent 

environmental impact studies done by the Gallatin National Forest in the Hyalite-Porcupine-

Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area have noted many cultural and heritage sites there, and 

many modern trails follow historic and even prehistoric routes.  

Some archaeologists point to wickiups as specific evidence of Shoshone presence. 

Assembled from poles and threaded with pine boughs, wickiups were conical structures used 

as sleeping quarters, war lodges and storage shelters. Although most have been destroyed by 

fire and the elements, several remain in southwest Montana. It’s difficult to prove, however, 

that they were built and used exclusively by the Shoshone or any other ethnic group. Perhaps 

they served various wayfarers, much like our forest cabins do today. 

Likewise, the side-notched arrowheads most commonly found in the region are often 

attributed as Shoshone. But, Carpenter says, “There is evidence that other groups, including 

those from the Plains, the Great Basin and the Columbia Plateau developed the same form of 

arrowhead, and it could have arrived here through the trade routes or through independent 

development of the form.”  



	  

16    Crail Ranch Stories  

In the Paradise Valley, archaeologists have studied many sites extensively. One of the 

largest, set on the Yellowstone River, spans 9,000 years. Each level of the dig has divulged 

stone tools and materials (mainly obsidian and chert), projectile and lithic materials, and 

various hearth types. Some levels yielded beads. Fauna remnants allowed a better 

understanding of the diets of successive Indian groups. Dr. Lahren has postulated this site 

was occupied by a band of Shoshone around A.D. 1200. 

“Assigning archaeological characteristics, especially projectile points, to define the location 

and assign time depth to historically known groups is risky, especially the farther one goes 

back in time,” Lahren says. But beads of steatite, mussel shell, iconic projectile points and 

other “Shoshone” materials found at this particular site support his bold designation. Nearby, 

a bison kill with Shoshone weapons also dates back to 1200. And, he says, it’s on the same 

trail that Sacajawea showed Clark.  

Further analysis of the diet would indicate that “buffalo eaters [kukundika]” lived there rather 

than “sheep eaters,” says Dr. Lahren in his book Homeland, repeating the findings of an 

archaeologist on site and thus proving that Shoshones were much more than “sheep eaters.” 

So, were the Tukudika in Big Sky? It’s possible. In fact, it’s likely that bands of Mountain 

Shoshone were among many Indians that used the Big Sky area at some time during the past 

10,000 or more years. Strong archaeological evidence shows that the Indians before us 

understood the interconnectedness of this ecosystem and landscape—a lesson we could learn 

today. We often gaze up at the beautiful ridgelines here in Big Sky. There’s strong evidence 

that the early inhabitants also enjoyed the beauty long before us. 

--------------------- 

Numic is a branch of Uto-Azetecan language that spread from the northwest to the southeast and into Central 

America. Variations of Numic are spoken by Comanche, Shoshone, Ute and Paiute, among other bands. 

Artifacts Marcia Pablo, an archaeologist with the Gallatin National Forest Heritage Program, stresses that all 

cultural sites and artifacts within U.S. Forest Service and other federal lands are protected from unauthorized 

collecting by federal law. If artifacts and sites are found, it’s best to note the location, take a photograph, a GPS 

reading if possible, and inform a Gallatin National Forest archaeologist.  

 

Sources 

-‐	  “The	  Sheepeater	  Myth	  of	  Northwestern	  Wyoming,”	  by	  Susan	  S.	  Hughes,	  

(nps.gov/yell/naturescience/upload/part1.pdf)	  

-‐	  Homeland,	  by	  Larry	  Lahren,	  Ph.D.	  

-‐	  Mountain	  Spirit,	  by	  Lawrence	  L.	  Loendorf	  and	  Nancy	  Medaris	  Stone	  

-‐	  Canyon	  and	  Valley:	  Preliminary	  Archaeological	  Survey	  in	  the	  Gallatin	  Area,	  unpublished	  master’s	  thesis	  by	  

Lewis	  Kyle	  Napton	  

-‐	  headwatersnews.org,	  Bob	  Ekey,	  April	  2007	  
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The Original Spanish Peak SUPers 

1880s loggers share skills of 
present-day paddleboarders 

 
By Anne Marie Mistretta  

Originally published in Explore Big Sky, “Back 40,” July 2016	  

 

Turn	  of	  the	  century	  log	  drivers	  practicing	  their	  balance	  on	  Jack	  Creek	  Lake—now	  known	  as	  Ulery’s	  Lake—	  

before	  testing	  their	  skills	  on	  the	  Gallatin	  River	  

Engage the core. Flex the knees. Reach, catch, power through. 

First time stand up paddleboarders at Big Sky Resort’s Lake Levinsky marina occasionally 
struggle for balance on the placid waters. But they need only look to local history to find 
inspiration from those who pioneered the sport in the Spanish Peaks more than a century ago. 

Log drivers, as they prepared for their riotous passage delivering logs down the Gallatin 
River—and perhaps log driver wannabes—tested their surefootedness in local mountain 
lakes, such as Jack Creek Lake (now 
called Ulery’s Lake). 

Thousands of years ago, watermen on 
many continents guided their crafts 
while standing up to improve fishing, 
travel and stealthy invasion outcomes. 
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Today’s stand up paddleboarding—also known as SUP—most likely has its roots in the 
Hawaiian surf culture. Locally though, during the early 1900s these same athletic skills were 
so valuable that men were imported to this area for their abilities. 

So who were those log drivers, and why 
were they here? Once the Northern 
Pacific Railroad chugged through Bozeman in 1883, the Gallatin Valley craved wood. The 
upper Gallatin watershed and its tributaries had plenty of it, and timber harvesting became an 
important local industry. Backed by Helena money, Walter Cooper formed the Cooper Tie 
Company in 1904 and set up a tie hacker camp in Eldridge on the Taylor Fork to supply the 
Northern Pacific with ties for the railroad beds.  

But Cooper had a logistical problem: His timber was at the other end of the unimproved and 
treacherous Gallatin Canyon road, about 50 miles south of its ultimate destination in 
Salesville—now known as Gallatin Gateway. Once there, the timber would be hauled off to 
mills in the Gallatin Valley. 

Enter the log drivers, recruited from Oregon and Canada to guide the logs downstream. 
Timber felled in the upper Gallatin forests in fall and winter was retained in dammed streams 
along the Gallatin River. At peak snowmelt runoff, the log drivers broke the dams, 
sometimes dynamiting them, and rode the logs downriver, hopping from log to log, prodding 
them with a pike pole to minimize jams. 

“It was a colorful, boisterous operation,” according to Michael Malone, a former Montana 
State University president and Montana historian. Log drivers were so nimble they were 
coveted by ladies as dancing partners. In fact, you can catch 40 seconds of impressive 
original footage of log driving at youtube.com/watch?v=upsZZ2s3xv8, followed by the 
recording of a ditty called “The Log Drivers’ Waltz.” 

The shapes of today’s stand up paddleboards have greatly improved aerodynamics over logs. 
The staff of Big Sky’s Geyser Whitewater—which operates the SUP operation at Big Sky 
Resort—reports that most people who try stand up paddleboarding actually master the 
balance fairly quickly. Plus, Levinsky is a calm lake without motorboats to cause balance-
affecting waves. 

Stand up paddleboarding in the Spanish Peaks is a great way to spend a day on water, while 
you imagine the log drivers of a century ago preparing for their rowdy journey down the 
Gallatin. 

 

Gallatin Canyon Road Travel 

1880s to the Present Day 
	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta and Jeff Strickler 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” October 10, 2013 

Modern	  stand	  up	  paddleboarders	  learning	  the	  sport	  on	  Big	  Sky	  

Resort’s	  Lake	  Levinsky	  [Photo	  by	  Anne	  Marie	  Mistretta] 
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1920 at Karst 

Intrepid travelers, who braved Highway 191 after the recent October snowfall, experienced 

road conditions that made them pine for the dusty washboard roads of summer.  At mile 

marker 66, oncoming vehicles splattered milk chocolate mud on doors and windshields.  Cars 

wallowed to their hubcaps while large rocks, unearthed by the snowplow, lured slipping tires 

toward them.  The convergence of Big Sky’s two seasons, “winter” and “road construction,” 

was a force to contend with! 

Daunting as the travel conditions are, current day drivers are somewhat sure of two things:  

they’ll get through the Gallatin Canyon in about an hour AND without flat tires.  Not so for 

canyon travelers of yesteryear when it took two days and three spare tires to get to Bozeman! 

The first travelers, Indian and white, came through the canyon on foot or horseback along a 

narrow, difficult trail.  Nels Murray, a trapper following Indian paths, hacked the first pack 

trail through the canyon in the mid-1800s.  The trail was slowly widened during the 1890s by 

trappers, prospectors, and hunters who established seasonal camps in the mountains.  The 

first true road was cut in 1901 to supply the Cooper Tie Camp in the Taylor Fork.  This is 

where Pete Karst got his start driving mail, people, and freight to the logging camp.  That 

“improved road” enticed Gallatin Valley ranchers to drive their cattle to the fertile summer 

grazing grounds in the mountain meadows.  Some ranchers, like the Crail family, started 

homesteads in this newly opened area. 

Travel was still difficult.  The canyon road didn’t follow the Gallatin River as it does today, 

and the pole bridges often washed out.  Horse-drawn vehicles provided the primary 

transportation in the early decades of the 20th century.  Even with the advent of the 

automobile, horses were more reliable and were used in snow and difficult situations well 

into the mid-1900s.  Billy Lytle, whose brother Clarence homesteaded the Lone Mountain 
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Ranch location, was the first to bring a personal car into the Gallatin Canyon in 1915, but by 

the 1920s, most of the Gallatin ranchers and homesteaders had cars. 

1919 through 1930 saw continuous road work. But often even the “improved” roads were 

impassable.   Before the modern highway, snow made auto travel impossible.  Ranchers with 

livestock to feed holed up on their ranches until the spring thaw.  Dude ranches, summer 

resorts, and hunting camps closed for the season after winterizing the buildings, and families 

retreated to Bozeman.  The road was plowed to Karst Kamp by the mid-1930s, but winter 

travel was not assured until the late 1940s when George Lemon, working for the MDOT, 

plowed the roads for 22 years. 

 Launched in 1939, a major upgrade brought the roadbed down to the river.  Another upgrade 

was begun in 1952 with the laying of asphalt.  It seems that there has been continuous road 

construction during the last five summers, and it’s nowhere done yet! 

So the next time you’re stopped on US 191 by a flagger or that newly washed car is sprayed 

with mud, think about travel 100 years ago, and simply SMILE!! 

	  

Travelers	  at	  the	  "The	  Half	  Way	  Inn"	  (now	  Rainbow	  Ranch)	  about	  1923 

 

Portions of this article are excerpted from Images of America:  Big Sky by Jeff Strickler and Anne Marie 

Mistretta.  
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“Teddy Roosevelt” 

Helps Crail Ranch Celebrate 

100 Years of the US National Park 
Service 

	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, 

“Crail Ranch Corner,” September 3, 2015	  

Twelve years before he led his Rough Riders up 

San Juan Hill, Teddy Roosevelt, like all Gallatin 

Canyon’s intrepid travelers, truly had a rough ride 

on his expedition to hunt southwest Montana’s big 

game. 

Roosevelt’s hunting partner was Buckskin Charley 

aka Charles Marble, who left a record of the 

Gallatin excursion in his memoir, Fifty Years In 

and Around Yellowstone, available through the 

Teddy Roosevelt Center (Dickinson, ND) Digital 

Library.  According to Marble, he guided 

Roosevelt through the Gallatin Canyon in 1886, a 

date which coincides with Roosevelt’s seclusion at 

a ranch near Medora, North Dakota, after the 

simultaneous deaths of his wife Alice and his 

mother. 

Marble’s memoirs recount camping at Sage Creek 

and the westward trek up the creek from the 

Gallatin to the Madison Range, where they encountered a band of Crow out on a traditional 

hunt that was not approved by their reservation agent.  The Roosevelt group entered the 

Yellowstone National Park and then traveled down the Madison River to Cedar Mountain 

and the Jack Creek area just west of Big Sky, returning to the Gallatin Canyon via Spanish 

Creek. Taken 17 years prior to his 1903 western presidential stump tour, perhaps this trip, 

full of first-hand observation, was significant for Roosevelt, as he formulated his 

conservation and wilderness management ideals.   

	  

On	  Sunday,	  September	  6,	  2015,	  the	  Crail	  Ranch	  

celebrated	  the	  110
th
	  birthday	  of	  the	  U.S.	  Forest	  Service	  

by	  hosting	  Arch	  Ellwein,	  impersonator	  of	  Teddy	  

Roosevelt,	  the	  conservation	  president.	  	  Ellwein,	  who	  

wowed	  a	  crowd	  at	  Crail	  Ranch	  some	  years	  earlier	  as	  

Yellowstone	  Vic,	  took	  the	  stage	  at	  1	  p.m.	  at	  the	  Crail	  

Ranch	  on	  Spotted	  Elk	  Road	  in	  Big	  Sky,	  in	  an	  event	  

sponsored	  in	  part	  by	  Humanities	  Montana.	  
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Roosevelt became president in September 1901, after 

McKinley’s assassination, and he quickly charted a course 

to preserve our country’s natural resources.  

By 1905, the progressive Roosevelt had convinced 

Congress to transfer management of the forests from the 

Department of the Interior to the Department of 

Agriculture.  Roosevelt created the United States Forest 

Service and extended like-minded naturalist Gifford 

Pinchot’s role in maintaining a sustainable forest by 

elevating him to Chief of the U.S. Forest Service.  When 

Congress voted to restrict forest expansion and land 

preservation in six western states, Roosevelt quickly 

extended federal protection to millions of western acres 

before Congressional laws took effect to limit his powers.  

Although the Gallatin Forest had been created in 1899, Roosevelt enlarged it in 1906 by 

creating the Gallatin Forest Reserve.  According to Phyllis Smith in Bozeman and the 

Gallatin Valley: A History, some canyon entrepreneurs resented Roosevelt’s intrusion, 

believing that it would stymie their business interests. 

Today, the Gallatin Forest continues to protect the area from over-development, but it also 

contributes recreational and tourist dollars to the economy, living testament over 100 years 

later of Roosevelt’s belief in the economic power of conservation. 

 

 

Good reads:   

- The Big Burn:  Teddy Roosevelt and the Fire that Saved America by Timothy Egan, 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009.    

- The Bully Pulpit:  Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and the Golden Age of 

Journalism by Doris Kearns Goodwin, Simon and Schuster, 2013. 
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Crail Ranch North 

Conservators Connect with  
A. F. Crail’s 1870s Ranch 

	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” July 9, 2015 

 

David Coffin, a furniture 
maker by trade and an old 
home restorer by hobby, 
bought a rural property 
parcel in the Bridgers in 
2009.   
 
Standing on 13 acres 
beneath majestic 
Sacajawea and 
Hardscrabble peaks are 
five structures.  The main 
home appears to be 
modern.  The four other 

buildings are relics of the Homestead Era, dating back to the 1870s, and beneath the updated 
exterior of the main home lies another log structure.  Little did Coffin know that this property 
was homesteaded by a young man named Frank Crail, who left Indiana in 1865 while he was 
in his 20s.   

	  	  

“After a few years of work on the 

buildings, I decided I wanted to 

know more about their history.  I 

started with a land records search 

and discovered the original owner 

was a man named Augustus 

Franklin Crail,” recounts Coffin.  

“I obtained sketchy info on the 

Crails from various local sources.  

Then I decided to do an online 

search.  Up came all of this 

information about the Crail Ranch 

– except it was in Big Sky!”  

The Historic Crail Ranch Museum website lured 

Coffin to Big Sky in December 2014, where he 

Coffin examines the unique corner joints of a Crail structure  
On his property in the Bridger Mountains	  

Coffin	  poses	  next	  to	  a	  barn	  originally	  built	  by	  Frank	  Crail	  in	  the	  Bridger	  Mountains	  
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encountered a snow-bound ranch campus.  But David Coffin is persistent, and he tracked 

down a Crail Ranch Conservator.  After 5 months of correspondence, Coffin toured the Crail 

Ranch Museum this spring, and Conservators have visited Coffin’s Crail Ranch North.   

“There is a reason Crail’s buildings continue to survive the rigors of time and the ravages of 

Montana winters.  Crail constructed his buildings with unique joinery that reduces 

movement.  It’s called a double dovetail.”   

Close examination of the buildings on both Crail 

Ranches in the Bridgers and in Big Sky reveals that 

they are nearly mirror images.  “The buildings’ joints look like twins. And Crail replicated 

many features 30 years later at his second ranch in Big Sky.” 

Coffin scoured local museums and the Internet to 

obtain Crail historical documents and photos to 

display in his home and in what was most likely the 

very first Crail cabin, which Coffin is renovating 

into a guest house.  “I found so much information at 

the Crail Ranch Museum.  Big Sky is fortunate to 

have Crail Homestead structures on public land.  

But possibly the most fortunate thing is all of the 

documents, photos, and information about the 

family.  It all conveys clearly a way of life back in 

homestead times.” 

Conservators were able to help Coffin fill some of 

the informational void about his ranch.  They shared 

copies of letters that Crail wrote when he owned 

the spread in the Bridgers. “I really appreciated 

the formal portrait photos of Sallie and the kids, 

taken when they lived in the Bridgers.”   

“I’ll be working on this ranch for decades.  It’s a labor of love.”  The vistas from the foothills 

of the Bridger Mountains are as dramatic as the ones from the Meadow in Big Sky.  Frank 

Crail knew how to select outstanding landscapes in which to undertake his love of ranching. 

  

Coffin finds the same unique joints at the 
Historic Crail Ranch in Big Sky	  

Coffin	  speaks	  to	  Conservators	  and	  others	  at	  the	  

Crail	  Ranch	  in	  July	  2015	  
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A.F. Crail and W.A Clark: 

A Tale of Two Politicians in 
Montana’s New State 

	  
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” November 6, 2014	  
 

In 1912, Augustus Franklin Crail received an important letter at the Eldridge, Montana Post 

Office (at the Cooper Tie Camp in Taylor Fork).  The letter, from Western Headquarters of 

the Democratic National Committee in Chicago, announced his appointment to the National 

Minutemen Committee after nomination 

by the local precinct for his efforts in 

Democratic politics.  The Dems 

encouraged Crail to promote the election 

of Wilson and Marshall. 

The honor, coming just a decade before 

Crail’s death, signals his substantive 

involvement in politics on behalf of the 

Democratic Party. 

Most notable is Crail’s election as a 

Democrat to Clerk of the 9th District Court 

in 1896.  In a June 11, 1897 letter to his 

father back in Indiana, Crail announces, “I 

was elected to the office of Clerk of the District Court last November and came into the 

office on the 4th of January. . . I was elected on the Democratic Ticket against a Republican 

endorsed by the Populist.”   Later in that same letter, Crail tips his hand as a “Silverite.”  “It 

is pretty hard times here now but we have heard yet that Free Silver will win . . . if it does we 

will have a good country.”  Silverite Democrats 

supported both William Jennings Bryan and the 

bi-metal standard.  Whereas, the Northeast 

promoted gold as the “coin of the realm,” 

agricultural regions in the South and West 

tended to back silver as a standard as well, in 

hopes of inflating their crop prices against the 

depressed economy. 
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These letters and other evidence of Crail’s political 

efforts are on display at the Historic Crail Ranch 

Homestead Museum.  His wife Sallie stitched into her 

crazy quilt a number of Frank’s ribbon-badges for 

Democratic conventions in the 1880s.   

One ribbon has the date of 1886, three years before 

Montana earned statehood.  Others have the name W. A. 

Clark (William Andrew Clark).  Although those badges 

have no dates, history tells us that these might pertain to 

the state constitutional conventions or to Montana’s 

senatorial elections, either in1893 or 1898 when Clark 

failed to win the legislature vote, or to later years when 

voters sent “Copper King” Clark to the U.S. Senate in 

1899 and then again 1901.   

Some might recognize the Clark name from 2011 

publicity regarding the death and subsequent inheritance 

disputes of Huguette Clark, his reclusive daughter by his 

second marriage.  Others might associate Clark with the Nevada county, where he 

established modern-day Las Vegas in the early 1900s.  Residents of Butte are continually 

reminded of Clark’s mining days. 

In his 20s, Frank Crail abandoned a guaranteed inheritance of a farm in Indiana and landed in 

Montana in 1865.  Clark arrived in Montana just two years before Crail.  Clark had made his 

way across the continent with his family from his humble log cabin birthplace in 

Pennsylvania by way of school teaching, law study, and mining in Iowa and Colorado.  After 

stints of mining, freighting, mule skinning, and 

Indian fighting in Montana, Clark settled into 

banking.  Likewise, Crail tried his hand at mining 

and freighting.  But Clark became a Copper King, 

whose mining practices that made him one of the 

wealthiest men in the country but that plague the 

environment to this day.   

As Montana sought statehood, Clark dominated the 

constitutional conventions of 1883 and 1889 strong-

arming mining support.  At the turn of the century, 

Clark so brazenly bought his senatorial election that 

his seat was challenged and short-lived.   

Through nefarious strategies, Clark was seated after 

his second “election,” but the blatant political 

corruption of the newly admitted State of Montana 

ultimately resulted in the adoption of Montana’s 

Corrupt Practices Act in 1912 and contributed to 
William	  Andrews	  Clark	  -‐-‐	  www.reviewjournal.com	  

Campaign	  ribbon	  from	  the	  1880s	  was	  

stitched	  into	  a	  "crazy	  quilt"	  by	  Sallie	  Crail 
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passage of the 17th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, progressive legislation that 

guaranteed election of senators by popular vote rather than by state legislatures. 

Ironically, both Crail and Clark served only one term.  After leaving Office of Clerk of the 

District Court in 1901, Crail purchased his second Montana ranch and lived a rustic life in 

what would become the Meadow area of Big Sky, while maintaining his home on West Main 

in Bozeman.   

Once Clark was seated, he served only one term in the U.S. Senate and then left Montana for 

Gilded Age excess in New York City.   

Whereas Clark’s rapacious business practices destroyed the environment, Crail and his 

family maintained a working stock ranch that preserved Big Sky’s Meadow area from 

development until the 1970s.  Clark was vilified by many, including Mark Twain.  Crail was 

lauded by neighbors (and the Western Democratic Committee!) for his hard work.  Clark 

died in March 1925, just six months after Augustus Franklin Crail’s death on his ranch in 

September 1924.   

Shortly after Clark’s demise his Beaux-Arts mansion and his empire were destroyed, but 

Frank Crail’s homestead remains preserved here in Big Sky - a century later.   
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Part 2: Homestead Years:  

1895 – 1950 
	  

In December of 1901, after serving an elected term as Clerk of the 9
th

 District Court in 

Bozeman, and approaching age 60, Augustus Franklin Crail purchased a 160-acre 

homestead in the Gallatin Basin for $150 from a rancher named Daniel Inabnit.  

 

  
In the spring of 1902, Crail brought his wife, Sallie, sons Eugene and Emmett, and five-year-

old daughter Lilian to the homestead. They moved into the small cabin that is still on the 
property.  Within a few years, they built the larger cabin on the very site on which it sits 

today. 
 

 
 

Over the course of the next 50 years, 
families like the Crails, the Micheners, 

and the Karsts expanded their humble 
homesteads into permanent ranches, 

setting the stage for the coming of Big 
Sky. 	  
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First Families in the Gallatin Basin: 

Pages from the 1910 Census 
By Al Lockwood, past Chair, Historic Crail Ranch Conservators 

Originally published in shorter form in “Explore Big Sky,” February 5-18, 2016	  

	  
If there were settlers in the Gallatin Basin area in 1900, the U.S. Census Bureau didn’t send 
anyone to count them. However, by 1910, enough people lived and worked in the area now 
known as Big Sky that the government included them in the 13th US Federal Census.  
 
In May of that year, a census-taker named Sadie Porter from Yellowstone County, Montana 
counted 50 workers encamped just over the divide from the Gallatin Basin along the Madison 
River. These workers were employed by the Montana Reservoir and Irrigation Company, 
which built Hebgen Dam from 1910 to 1914. 
	  	  

	  

 Real homesteading got a late start in the Gallatin Basin area. The years 1865 to 1900 saw 
active settlement in other parts of Montana under the provisions of the Homestead Act and 
later revisions to it, which gave settlers title to 160 acres of land for farming at little or no 
cost.  But it wasn’t until after the first true road was cut into the Gallatin Canyon in 1901 -- to 
supply the Cooper Logging Camp in the Taylor Fork area -- that a few ranchers began 
driving cattle up the logging road to the meadows of the Gallatin Basin. Once there, they 
built cabins and staked out 160-acre homesteads. 
 
The single page of Sadie Porter’s census is cataloged in the Records of the US Census 
Bureau in the National Archives with just seven pages of census data collected in Gallatin 

A	  portion	  of	  Sadie	  Porter's	  count	  of	  workers	  building	  Hebgen	  Dam	  on	  May	  11,	  1910	  
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County, Montana, from June 3 to June 10, 1910 by a census-taker from Bozeman named 
Henry F. Cowherd. Cowherd was a farmer in the Bozeman area.  He was originally from 
Missouri, and he was 62 years old in 1910. The area assigned to Cowherd was designated by 
the Bureau of the Census as “Basin Precinct – Gallatin National Forest – School District No. 

54.”    
 
Cowherd came up the road from Bozeman to the Gallatin Basin to begin his work the first 
week of June in 1910. We do not know where he stayed – whether camping or with local 
residents -- but most of his workdays were probably spent on horseback, tracking up rough 
dirt roads and into canyons looking for ranchers, lumbermen and prospectors. He appears to 
have started counting up in the Cinnamon Creek area 
. 
On his first day of counting, Friday, June 3, 1910, Henry Cowherd counted just two people. 

US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Friday,	  June	  3,	  1910	  

Rhesis Fransham was the first Forest Ranger of the United States Forest Service assigned to 

the Gallatin National Forest. The census notes that he was 33 years of age and from Iowa. It 

also notes, rather strangely, that he was the mother of 5 children. He may have been the 

father of 5 children.  On page 119 of the history of the Gallatin Canyon by Janet Cronin and 

Dorothy Vick, there is as photo of Fransham and his wife at the ranger cabin on Cinnamon 

Creek.   

Joe A. Sloan, is listed as a “stationary” engineer from New York. I have not located any other 

information about him, and I do not know what is meant by stationary. 

On Saturday, June 4, Henry Cowherd enumerated the family of Augustus Franklin Crail on 

their homestead in the West Fork Meadow area.  Two of the Crail homestead buildings still 

stand in Big Sky and are part of the Crail Ranch Homestead Museum.  
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US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Saturday,	  June	  4,	  1910	  

The Crails also maintained a home in Bozeman at that time, and they were enumerated there in the 

1910 census on April 17.  

Mr. Cowherd did not do any census-taking on Sunday, June 5.  On Monday, June 6, 1910, Mr. 

Cowherd started his workday by counting three single men, all miners working a quartz mine in the 

Basin area. 

	  
US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Monday,	  June	  6,	  1910	  

	  

The first miner, listed as Patrick Shien, was an Irishman. His surname is variously spelled 

Sheehan, Shane and Shien. The second miner, Andrew Levinski, was a 51-year-old 

prospector who emigrated to the United States from Germany or Prussia in 1872.  Levinski 

later became one of the most infamous personages in the Gallatin Basin area.  In January 

1917, angry because of threats to “jump” his mining claims, he shot and killed two prominent 

citizens of Gallatin County in the Gallatin Basin as they rode up to his camp along what is 

now called Levinski Creek. Levinski was brought to trial and acquitted. Shortly thereafter he 

disappeared from the area and was never seen again.  

Tom Michener and his family, on the other hand, were among the most popular and 

prestigious people in the Basin area. They lived near the confluence of the West Fork River 

with the Gallatin River in the area now occupied by the Conoco Service Station and the 

Soldier’s Chapel.   
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Cowherd listed Tom Michener as the head of household. For census purposes, a household 

could be an individual living alone, a family, or a group of people living together not 

necessarily of the same family. For example, the Michener household included Tom, his wife 

Mary, three children, a hired man, and a 28-year-old school teacher named Ida Bishop.  

Tom Michener’s daughter, Dorothy Michener Vick (not yet born in 1910) based much of her 

1992 book on the Gallatin Canyon and its characters on her father’s recollections.  

On Tuesday, June 7, Henry Cowherd tabulated the Lytle family – William, known as Billy, 
and his wife Etta P. Lytle, known as Pearl.   
	  

	  
US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Tuesday,	  June	  7,	  1910	  

 

The Lytles built a homestead cabin in the Porcupine Basin where Billy Lytle farmed and 

guided hunting parties.  

Pearl Lytle, whose maiden name 

was Lockhart, was the sister of 

Mary Lockhart Michener, shown 

in the census sheet for Monday, 

June 6.  

Pearl Lytle was blind, but she 

was a very capable and 

independent woman. Prior to 

marrying Billy Lytle, she had 

tried to get title to her own 

homestead claim in the West 

Fork area.  

After marrying Billy, it was said that Pearl was so good at handling all of her household 

chores and cooking and cleaning for the hunting parties that Billy guided, that few people 

realized that she could not see. 

On Wednesday, June 8, 1910, Henry Cowherd counted three generations of the Wilson 

family living in the Basin. 

Billy	  and	  Pearl	  Lytle’s	  homestead	  in	  Porcupine	  Basin	  about	  1912	  
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US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Wednesday,	  June	  8,	  1910	  

Clinton Wilson, age 82, was the oldest person living in the Basin in the 1910 census. He was 

originally from Ohio and came to Montana by way of Iowa. He is listed as living in a 

separate household from his son, Sam, and Sam’s wife, Mary J. Wilson, known as Josie.   

Coincidentally, Clinton Wilson’s grandson, also named Clinton, is the youngest person listed 

in the census, at 1 month of age. Sam and his father’s homesteads, known as the Buffalo 

Horn Ranch, were eventually combined into a 320-acre spread, which became the 320 

Ranch, still in existence today. 

On Thursday, June 9, Henry Cowherd counted a farmer named Louis Bart and 10 members 

of the Cunningham household. 

US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Thursday,	  June	  9,	  1910	  

Louis Bart, whose original full name was Louis Cass Bartholomew, and who was known as 

“Big Lew Bart,” is the subject of several humorous anecdotes in the Cronin/Vick history of 

the Canyon.  Dorothy Michener Vick recalled: “Big Lew Bart had cabins up and down the 

Gallatin. While living near the park line, across the river from Specimen Creek, he worried 

about a rock on the ridge above him. It seemed poised to roll down and smash through his 

cabin. So Lew went up the hill and worked at the rock until it rolled down the hill and 

smashed his cabin.” 

 



	  

34    Crail Ranch Stories  

On Friday, June 10, 1910, his last day of census-taking in the Gallatin Basin, Henry Cowherd 
tabulated the Karst household. 
	  

	  
US	  Federal	  Census	  of	  Gallatin	  Basin	  Precinct,	  Friday,	  June	  10,	  1910	  

Pete Karst, age 34 from Wisconsin, is listed simply as “farmer,” but Karst was the original 

entrepreneur of the Canyon. He developed transportation services, established lodging and 

restaurants, and even set up an early ski run across from his cabins in Karst Kamp, a few 

miles north of Big Sky.  

Over the course of eight days in early June, 1910, census-taker Henry Cowherd counted a 

total of 47 people living in 18 households in the Gallatin Basin area now known as Big Sky. 

He found a total of 31 males and 16 females. There were 10 children under the age of 18.   

Of the 29 people for whom occupations were listed, Cowherd counted 13 farmers, 8 farm 

laborers, 3 miners, 1 forest ranger, 1 carpenter, 1 engineer, 1 housekeeper, and 1 school 

teacher. Only three of the residents of Gallatin Basin were foreign born – Chalis Johnson, a 

farmer, was born in Sweden; Andrew Levinski, a miner, was born in Germany or Prussia; 

Patrick Shien, also a miner, was born in Ireland. All others were born in the United States or 

its territories; 15 claimed Montana as their place of birth. 

After finishing his duty as census taker, Henry Cowherd returned to Bozeman and continued 

to live and farm in the Bozeman area until his death on January 3, 1913.  

Sources 

Clips from the 1910 US Federal Census in the Gallatin Basin Precinct are public records of 

the United States Census Bureau. Images of the pages were obtained through the Historic 

Crail Ranch Conservators’ subscription to the Ancestry.com genealogical research website. 

The stories of the Crails, the Micheners, the Lytles, Andrew Levinski, Big Lew Bart, Pete 

Karst and many others whose names appear in the 1910 Census are told in two books:  

-‐	  Montana’s	  Gallatin	  Canyon:	  A	  Gem	  in	  the	  Treasure	  State,	  by	  Janet	  Cronin	  and	  Dorothy	  Vick,	  

Mountain	  Press	  Publishing	  Company,	  Missoula,	  MT,	  1992.	  

	  

-‐	  Images	  of	  America:	  Big	  Sky,	  by	  Jeff	  Strickler	  and	  Anne	  Marie	  Mistretta,	  Arcadia	  Publishing,	  

Charleston,	  SC,	  2012.	  
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Michener and Mining: 
"There's [not so much] Gold in 

Them Thar Hills"	  
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” January 22, 2015	  

Tom Michener, an early resident in Gallatin Basin, predicted this area’s economic value 

more than 100 years ago.  “The Gallatin 

Basin” he said, “…is destined someday to 

become one of the main wealth producing 

parts of the county,” Michener wrote in a 

Seattle-based magazine.  Advertising the 

canyon’s prospecting potential, he touted 

further, “the most important part … is its 

undeveloped mineral resources.”1	  

Michener was part visionary, part booster, 

part speculator.  A cattle rancher and a prospector, Michener was one of the first dude ranch 

operators, capitalizing on tourist traffic to Yellowstone National Park.  An early developer, 

he supported a railroad through the Gallatin Canyon and a 

road from Black Butte to Gardiner.   

Valuing education, he recruited his cousin, Kate Cope, in 

1908 to teach school in his sister-in-law’s cabin, before a 

school district was formed.  Once the Ophir School District 

was recognized by the state in 1912, Michener served on 

the school board that rehired Cope in 1914.   Like most 

Basin residents, Michener worked many jobs to eke a living 

out of the wilderness.  Often the residents collaborated for 

success.  Michener, Pete Karst, and Sam Wilson (first 

owner of the Buffalo Horn Ranch – now the 320) formed a 

consortium to establish client rates, charging weekly fees of 

$12 for accommodations and $6 a saddle horse.  In The 

Coast, Michener touted a mining collaboration: “A. F. 

Crail… has with others located what they believe to be a 

rich deposit of tungsten ore on Deer Creek.”   

Early U.S. Census data show that few reported mining as 

their occupations, yet nearly everyone was involved in prospecting.  Andrew Levinski filed 

the first Basin claim in 1886; while Michener recorded his first in 1892.  Claims north of the 

West Fork were worked by Emmett Crail, Cliff Umdahl (Crail boarder and ranch hand), 

Hugh Beatty, Pete Karst, Pat Sheehan, and others.   Lew Bart started the Apex Mining 
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Company.  Karst discovered asbestos in 1908.  Then in 1910, gold was found in the Gallatin.  

Vacant claims from the Park border to the West Fork were staked, the most promising claims 

near the West Fork.2	  

Although the Gallatin and its 

tributaries failed to offer up the 

motherlode, mining here is the 

stuff of “colorful” stories.  

Prospecting and personalities 

overtook production.  That is 

when the “good spirit” and 

collaboration of the little Basin 

community disintegrated.  Dr. 

Caroline McGill, owner of the 

320 Ranch, captured many of 

these stories when she gathered locals’ memoirs for a book about the Canyon.  Lester 

Piersdorff, in his letter to McGill, said “Mining has been carried on since 1893.  Some of it 

honest, but most of it wildcat.”3 

Michener established the West Fork Mining Company, owned by Hercules Dredging 

Company and Eureka Improvement Company of Spokane and Seattle.  Stocks were sold.   

But then a 1916 report from the Spokane company’s survey contained one sentence that 

“might have saved the canyon from becoming a wasteland of gravel banks – ‘the gold is so 

finely divided that some of it floats through the riffles of the sluices’.”4 The placer mines and 

stocks yielded little.  “The mining wars”5 began. 

According to Piersdorff, when the river failed to produce, investors felt duped.  Some 

threatened charges of fraud and maneuvered to reclaim investments.  Piersdorff believed that 

Michener’s intent involved land speculation to force the railroad to purchase the property for 

tracks through the Canyon to the Park.  Piersdorff’s allegations might be corroborated by 

Michener’s daughter, who wrote to Dr. Caroline McGill about her father in May 1940, “he 

always planned for a railroad… and when the Milwaukee came to Salesville, he was so sure 

that in a few years it would… come up the Canyon.” 

The speculative bubble burst, though, after claim jumping resulted in two murders.  Levinski 

owned claims up the Middle Fork onto Lone Mountain. In January 1917, Gladstone Stevens 

and George Miller, who worked with Tom Michener, re-posted Levinski’s unworked claims 

and mines with lapsed registrations, and, as permitted then by law, they returned 30 days 

later to assume “their” claims.  After an intense gunfight at Levinski’s mountain copper 

claim, Levinski traveled to Karsts to call his lawyer but left the bodies where they fell.  

Levinski was acquitted based on the extensive bullet damage to his cabin showing the “good 

deal of ammunition in their efforts to ‘get’ him.”6 Levinski disappeared sometime after the 

acquittal.  

In this small community, folks took sides.  Some connected Michener with Levinski’s 

disappearance. But Rhesis Fransham, the first Gallatin Forest Ranger, maintained that he saw 
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Levinski board a train out of town.  This bloodshed fascinated people for decades, spawning 

research and interviews well into the 1970s.7 

Michener didn’t live to see his visionary predictions 

become reality.  He left the area shortly after Levinski 

disappeared, further fueling speculation about Levinski’s 

departure.  Michener headed to New Mexico for oil 

exploration, only to die a year later.   

Ironically, it was another Michener who profited from the 

mines.  Dorothy Michener Vick and her husband Joe 

returned in the 1930s to reclaim the homestead and 

Michener businesses.  The mining didn’t produce much; 

rather the profits resulted from 

tourists who panned for gold. 

Margaret Michener Kelly analyzed in 

her May 1940 letter to Dr. McGill, 

“My father was always misjudged in 

the canyon.  He had big visions of 

opening the canyon to bigger things.  

He was a dominant character and 

very determined and consequently made enemies easily.  He always had 

ideas . . . that would help everyone, but he tried to do too many things 

and on too large a scale.  As I see it, he should have stuck to the dude 

business…” 

As Michener predicted, the area has become an economic engine - but 

not only for the Gallatin County -- also for the entire state.  Michener 

had foreseen the value of tourism, but he never envisioned that real 

estate and ski areas would dominate the economic landscape. 

Notes 

1	  
Michener,	  Thomas.	  	  (June	  1908).	  	  South	  end	  of	  Gallatin	  County.	  	  The	  Coast,	  Vol.	  15	  No.	  6,	  431-‐433.	  

2
	  Mining	  Science.	  	  (June	  1911).	  Vol.	  LXIII,	  604.	  

3
	  Letter	  written	  by	  Lester	  Pierstorff	  to	  Dr.	  C.	  McGill,	  August	  1939.	  

4
	  Roemhild,	  George,	  (September	  13,	  1970).	  	  Mystery	  surrounds	  some	  gold	  mining	  work	  in	  Gallatin	  Canyon.	  	  

Bozeman	  Chronicle,	  p.	  19	  
5
	  Letter	  written	  by	  Margaret	  Michener	  Kelly	  to	  Dr.	  C.	  McGill,	  May	  6,	  1940.	  

6
	  Old	  man	  who	  killed	  two	  claim	  jumpers	  in	  gun	  fight	  is	  missing;	  where	  is	  he?”	  (February	  12,	  1920).	  Three	  Forks	  

News.	  
7
	  Burlingame,	  Merrill.	  	  (July	  1,	  1971).	  A	  note	  on	  the	  Levenski	  [sic]	  case.	  
	  
	   	  

Dorothy	  Michener	  Vick	  and	  husband	  Joe	  

operate	  a	  sluice	  box	  on	  Michener	  Creek	  

about	  1940 
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The “Gold Standard” of Education 

A family devoted to teaching were 
important local trailblazers	  

 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” March 5, 2015	  

	  

	  

Michener	  Dude	  Ranch	  cabin	  sits	  proudly	  on	  the	  school	  campus	  in	  Big	  Sky 

It is fitting that a Michener Dude Ranch cabin sits proudly on the school campus in Big Sky, 

honoring the Michener’s’ hard work to educate the children here during the first two decades 

of the 1900s.  

Sometimes mistaken as the first school in Big Sky, the 

cabin was moved onto the campus in the late 1990s, as a 

school-wide place-based project.  Under the direction of 

then superintendent Pat Ingraham and middle school 

teacher Joan Traylor, the joint community/school project 

salvaged one of the Michener cabins headed for sale or 

disposal to make way for the gravel pit.  

Tom Michener arrived in the Gallatin Canyon in the late 

1800s.  At the time there were few ranchers and even 

fewer children.  Michener and his wife Mary, known as 

“Mamie,” valued education above most things.  School	  desk	  from	  original	  Ophir	  School	  –	  

On	  display	  at	  Crail	  Ranch	  2010	  
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In 1908, he helped to start a summer-only school for the handful of children living here.  

School was held in a cabin owned by Pearl Lockhart Lytle, his sister-in-law.  He hired his 

distant cousin, Kate Cope, to teach that summer and gave her room and board.  

After that summer, Michener worked hard to rally his neighbors to institute a school district. 

The state’s recognition of the district became official on December 18, 1912, at the first 

school board meeting.  The Ophir School District was named for the biblical reference in 1 

Kings 10 to Solomon’s gold mines.  Although prospectors had not found much gold in these 

mountains, they believed they had, metaphorically, found gold when they established a 

school district. 

Michener presided as school 

board chair for several years.  

In 1914, the board again hired 

Kate Cope as the teacher for 

four students, three of whom 

were Michener children.  The 

four-month contract paid 

$280.	   

Ora Michener Lemon, a 

Michener daughter who was 

taught by Cope in 1914, 

returned to the schoolhouse as 

the teacher in 1923 under a 

three-month contract that paid 

$100 a month. 

Emmett Crail was on the school board for 10 years and served as the chair during the 1920s, 
when his brother Eugene built the first schoolhouse, a log structure that was decommissioned 
in 1964 when the new building was erected on the current campus location. 

By the late 50s, the log schoolhouse built by Eugene Crail in 1929, had become difficult to 

maintain.  Enter Dorothy Vick, another Michener daughter.  Vick successfully lobbied the 

board to build a new, modern facility.  

Some funding came from the estate of 

Dr. Caroline McGill, former 320 Ranch 

owner.  McGill donated the money to 

the Gallatin Canyon Women’s Club, 

stipulating that they use it for a 

community project.  Through Vick’s 

persuasive efforts, the GCWC voted in 

1961 to dedicate the funds to a new 

school.  After voter approval of project 

bonding, the school was built and 

opened in 1964.  That original structure 

remains the inner core of the current 
1964	  School	  Building	  is	  now	  the	  Core	  of	  the	  Big	  Sky	  School	  campus	  

From	  left,	  Joe	  and	  Dorothy	  Vick,	  Ed	  Smith	  (B-‐K	  manager)	  and	  his	  son,	  

and	  Emmett	  Crail	  
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district building. 

Until the 1970s, when the resort was opened, the Gallatin Canyon was more populated than 

the Meadow.  Canyon folk championed education.  In the 1920s, under a county threat to 

disband the district because it lacked a schoolhouse, voters approved construction of the log 

building built by Crail and located across 191 from the current school.  Still, “school” was 

often moved off-campus, depending on where the majority of students lived.  In 1931, school 

was at the Benhams. With Sara and Jack Durnam the only students in 1943, school was held 

at Karst Kamp.   

In both 1924 and 1933, the lack of students forced one-year closures of the school district.  

The Ophir Board minutes state, “It is not the desire to have school disbanded for two 

consecutive terms as this allows for the disbanding of the School District.”  The dedication of 

Canyon residents kept the district alive throughout the first half of the 20th century.  The 

threat of consolidation and closure still looms today across Montana, but Big Sky’s K-12 

district has survived and expanded with over 300 students now.	  	  

Poised above Route 191, the Michener cabin is testimony to the family’s dedication to 

education.  This little piece of Big Sky history continues to serve as a teaching tool for Big 

Sky’s children and reminds Big Sky of the importance of our unique educational system. 
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The Brands at the Crail Ranch 

Homestead Museum 
 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” September 5, 2013 

 

Historic Crail Ranch Conservators and docents are often asked if the brand immediately 

outside the kitchen door on the south side of the main Crail home is the Crail famly brand. 

 

The “Quarter Circle T” embedded in the cement with the date 5/21/56 actually belonged to 

Jack M. Hume, who registered it in March 1955.  Hume had permission to use the brand on 

cattle on the right rib.  In 1949, after living at the ranch for 47 years, Emmett Crail married 

his sweetheart of several decades, Annie T. Breneman, and they moved into a home on 

Violet Road in Four Corners.  At that time, Jack and Elaine Hume (along with Tom and 

Florence Boa) bought the ranch from Emmett Crail. 

Jack and Elaine were recently married also.  Oakland, California residents, they 

honeymooned at Buck’s T-4.  Jack asked Buck to keep an eye out for a ranch for sale, and 

Buck delivered … the Crail Ranch. 

Through historical research, A. F. Crail’s brand, the 

“Lazy F R” was recently discovered and “brought back” 

to the Historic Crail Ranch for decorative use only.  

Augustus Franklin “Frank” Crail of Eldridge registered 

the brand in April 1906.  Eldridge was the location of 

the post office at the Cooper Tie Company in Taylor 

Fork at that time.   According to the filing, the Crail 

brand could be applied to cattle on the left hip or to 
AF	  Crail’s	  “Lazy	  F	  R”	  brand	  1906	  
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horses on the left thigh.   

A curious find is that on the same day that Crail was granted his brand, Arthur S. Duntley of 

Virgelle in Choteau County was granted use of the same “Lazy F R” brand, to be used on the 

stock animals’ right side. Duntley is an enigma to us.  Through U.S. Census data we 

conclude that he was 16 years old at the time of the brand application.  His parents were born 

in the mid-west, and he lived with his rancher stepfather in Fort Benton.   On the 1930 

census, Duntley listed himself as a farm laborer on his brother-in-law’s ranch.  Was there a 

relationship between the Crails and Duntley?  This might just remain one of the many Crail 

Ranch mysteries! 

Montana brands from 1873 through 1980 can be located on the website below, which is 

maintained by the Montana Memory Project in collaboration with the Montana Historical 

Society Research Center.  Historical information and brand regulations can be gathered at the 

Montana Historical Society at 225 North Roberts Street in Helena or through online access of 

the digital library and archives: http://mhs.mt.gov/research/MTMemoryProj.asp 

One more brand showed up at the Crail Ranch Homestead Museum in the summer of 2013 

when Eugene Crail’s granddaughter, Anna Lee Baker of Chicago, donated to the Ranch 

several paintings done by Eugene.  Until his death, Eugene signed his paintings with a 

“brand” reading “Lazy E F,” mimicking his father’s brand.   

Eugene was a carpenter, and he studied architecture.  During WWI, he surveyed for hospital 

construction in England.  However, on the 1940 U.S. Census, Eugene listed himself as a 

farmer, living on West Babcock in Bozeman.  This brand is not registered in Montana.  The 

search is on in other northwestern states to discover if Eugene’s brand was ever registered 

anywhere.  Or will Eugene’s “brand” remain another of those Crail Ranch mysteries?  

      

  

Eugene	  Crail's	  brand,	  the	  “Lazy	  E	  F,”	  was	  apparently	  derived	  from	  AF	  Crail’s	  “Lazy	  F	  R”	  brand	  
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A Century of Outdoor Pursuits  

in Big Sky, Montana 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in Explore Big Sky, August 5-18, 2016 

 

After	  a	  rigorous	  trip	  to	  the	  base	  of	  the	  mountains	  from	  the	  Big	  Sky	  Meadow	  (then	  called	  “Basin”),	  Lilian	  Crail	  

and	  other	  locals	  hike	  the	  scree-‐topped	  peaks.	  But	  the	  views	  were	  worth	  it—as	  they	  are	  today.	  

 

Ultimately, it was the railroad that changed the face of the Gallatin Canyon forever, as 

Northern Pacific’s hunger for railroad tie timber spawned a widened path along the Gallatin 

River. 

Once the railroad rumbled through Bozeman, its thirst for passengers launched a campaign to 

transport visitors to the newly established Yellowstone National Park. The upgraded river 

road served to move logs north and tourists south. 

As early as 1906, ranchers along the Gallatin supplemented their finances by enticing 

Yellowstone visitors to extend their vacation at a “dude ranch.” Tom Michener, who ranched 

near the current Conoco gas station, and Sam Wilson, owner of the Buffalo Horn Ranch 

(now the 320 Guest Ranch), collaborated to regulate rates. 

For $12 a week—plus $6 a week for a horse—vacationers could escape urban stress by 

renting a cabin and perhaps donning chaps and tackling ranch chores. 
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Many of the area’s current resorts opened their doors to tourists in the early 1900s. The Dew 

Drop Inn became the Half Way Inn in 1919 and is now Rainbow Ranch. Lone Mountain 

Ranch, previously known as the B Bar K, started as a retreat in 1926. 

The area’s natural resources and unique geological features lured residents and visitors alike 

into streams and onto trails, and they still do. The overnight pack trip into the wilderness, 

often the highlight of a “dude’s” vacation, remains popular today. 

Whether fishing the pristine Gallatin River or hiking and riding in the remote forests, tourists 

could return to their families and colleagues with stories about their vacation in Montana. 

------------------ 

The Historic Crail Ranch Photo Archives provide a glimpse of tourism over a century ago. 

Today, through a 100-year lens, we find that Big Sky’s attractiveness remains much the same 

and we continue to rediscover satisfaction in combining physical exertion with an 

invigorating environment. 

 

 

Trick	  riding	  was	  popular	  in	  the	  early	  1900s,	  introduced	  by	  Russian	  Cossack	  immigrants.	  Here	  several	  friends	  	  

show	  off	  their	  balance	  outside	  the	  gates	  of	  the	  B	  Bar	  K,	  which	  is	  now	  called	  Lone	  Mountain	  Ranch.	  
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Crail	  friend	  gazes	  at	  the	  mountaintops	  from	  her	  horse	  in	  this	  1930s	  photo.	  	  Modern	  research	  informs	  us	  

that	  time	  spent	  in	  nature	  enhances	  our	  creativity	  and	  re-‐energizes	  us.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

Lilian	  Crail	  (center)	  and	  friends	  from	  Chicago	  prepare	  to	  tour	  Yellowstone	  National	  Park	  in	  a	  vintage	  

Ford	  camper,	  outfitted	  with	  roll-‐up	  canvas	  sides.	  By	  1916,	  more	  than	  35,000	  visitors	  entered	  the	  park	  

annually,	  compared	  to	  4	  million-‐plus	  in	  2015.	  For	  the	  first	  40	  years	  after	  Yellowstone	  was	  designated	  

the	  nation’s	  first	  national	  park,	  most	  visitors	  arrived	  via	  train	  and	  then	  stagecoach.	  In	  1916,	  more	  than	  

1,000	  automobiles	  traveled	  into	  the	  park,	  which	  lacked	  paved	  roads.	  
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A	  friend	  of	  Lilian	  Crail	  visiting	  from	  Chicago	  casts	  a	  line	  into	  the	  Gallatin	  River	  

below	  Jack	  Smith	  Bridge.	  Named	  for	  a	  homesteader	  who	  ranched	  along	  the	  

Gallatin,	  this	  area	  of	  the	  stream	  approximately	  1	  mile	  north	  of	  Big	  Sky	  	  

remains	  a	  popular	  fishing	  hole	  today.	  

	  

Eugene	  Crail	  and	  his	  wife	  Alice	  pose	  perilously	  close	  to	  

a	  smoldering	  geyser	  in	  Yellowstone	  National	  Park.	  

The	  park	  eventually	  constructed	  more	  than	  34	  miles	  of	  

boardwalks	  to	  preserve	  thermal	  features	  and	  	  

protect	  tourists.	  
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Sallie Crail and the Mystery of the 

Quilt Competitions 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” September 4, 2014 
	  

Sallie Creek Crail died over 100 years ago, in September 1914.  

Although her Creek ancestors lived much longer, Sallie’s death at 

age 50 was fairly typical for female life expectancy in the early 

1900s.  By her family’s standards, she lived a short but very full 

life. 

In 1886, at 22, Sallie married a man 22 years her senior and bore 

three children, all of whom were successful in their own manner.  

But there is so much more to say about Sallie’s life. 

Sallie herself was somewhat accomplished even at a young age.  

Before her family migrated to Bozeman from Weston, Missouri, 

Sallie was a working gal, teaching music at the nearby Female Orphan School, established to 

educate young girls whose parents perished during the Civil War.  In fact, her teaching guitar 

stands in the parlor of the Crail Ranch Homestead Museum, with the frets marked for 

instruction. 

Sallie was proud of her family, and she celebrated the family narrative in her quilts.  Two of 

Sallie’s quilts are displayed at the Crail Ranch: a crazy 

quilt dated to the 1880s and an embroidered art quilt, 

Sallie	  Crail	  with	  Sons	  Eugene	  

and	  Emmett,	  about	  1889	  

Section	  of	  Crazy	  Quilt,	  1880s	  
Section	  of	  Sallie's	  embroidered-‐art	  quilt,	  dated	  to1901	  

by	  the	  age	  of	  Lilian	  Crail	  (born	  1896)	  
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dated 1901 by text Sallie embroidered into it.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

 

 

Both quilts contain images of Sallie’s interests and those of her children:  horses, cats, birds, 

religious icons, and children at play.  She even stitched political convention delegate ribbons 

into her crazy quilt, honoring her husband’s participation in the Democratic Party.  As one 

recent museum visitor said, “These quilts weren’t made just to keep people warm.”  

According to Crail Family lore, the art quilt top won a ribbon at a Chicago quilting 

competition.  Crail Ranch Conservators have not yet been able to authenticate this award; nor 

do we know if Sallie herself submitted the quilt, or if the family shipped it off to Chicago 

after her death.  Quilting bees and competitions were common in the early 1900s.  The most 

famous (and some would say notorious) competition, held in 1933 by Sears, Roebuck and 

Company in conjunction with the World’s Fair, attracted more than 25,000 quilt entries. 

Is it possible that the Crails would have sent a quilt all the way from Bozeman to Chicago for 

a competition?  Certainly, their only daughter Lilian ventured off to Chicago for nursing 

school, where she graduated in 1921 at age 26.  After graduation, Lilian remained in 

Chicago, working at Cook County Hospital.  Did Lilian pack up the quilt and carry it back to 

Chicago for a competition? 

Perhaps another clue is the Crails’ continued “commerce” with Sears, Roebuck and 

Company as well as Montgomery Ward.  Like many rural residents of his day, Emmett, who 

stayed on the Crail Ranch throughout the entire year for most of his life, procured 

merchandise through mail order catalogs. In 1939, Emmett sent off to Sears Roebuck some 

pelts from wolves he had trapped.  It is unclear whether Emmett had merely sent the pelts off 

to be sold through Sears’ Raw Fur Marketing Service or if he knew there would be a 

competition.  Emmett’s furs won $5.00 in the Daily Award at the Fur Receiving Station and 

were placed into competition at the Sears 10th Annual Fur Show.   

As a Daily Award winner, Emmett was 

offered space in Johnny Muskrat’s Tips 

To Trappers, an informational 

magazine published by Sears Roebuck.  

Sears suggested Emmett share his raw 

fur preparation techniques and photos of 

his traplines.  Instead, on page 23 of this 

publication appears a bull elk that 

“feeds all winter with the cattle on the 

farm of E. A. Crail, Gallatin Gateway, 

Montana.  Crail, a Daily Award winner, 

is a Sears shipper.” 

Crail Ranch Conservators work hard to 
authenticate and document so that we 
are not merely repeating family “stories.”  Can we authenticate the Crail Family “quilt lore” 

Elk	  grazing	  among	  Crail	  cattle	  in	  the	  late	  1930s.	  	  This	  photo	  

appeared	  in	  the	  1939	  Johnny	  Muskrat's	  “Tips	  to	  Trappers.”	  Does	  

the	  photo	  give	  a	  clue	  to	  a	  quilt	  competition	  award?	  
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by citing Lilian’s presence in Chicago and Emmett’s commerce with Sears?  Do those 
constitute evidence that Sallie’s quilt was shipped to Chicago for competition?  Certainly 
not!  As with many incidents in history, the details will remain a mystery. 
	  

Emmett and Annie:  
A Gallatin Canyon Love Story	  

 
By Al Lockwood 

Originally published online at the Crail Ranch website crailranch.org in 2012	  

	  

One of the happiest days in the Gallatin 
Basin, long before it became the Big Sky 
Resort, was quite possibly the day in June 
1949 when Emmett Crail married his long-
time sweetheart, Anaconda school teacher 
Annie Breneman.  
 
According to Janet Cronin and Dorothy 
Vick's Montana's Gallatin Canyon: A Gem 

in the Treasure State, Emmett and Annie had 
been sweethearts for twenty-five years, and 
on their wedding night, friends from all over 
the Canyon came to the Crail Ranch and sang 
them to sleep.	  

Emmett Crail was the second child of Augustus 
and Sallie Crail. He was born in Bozeman in 
August 1888, and he was just thirteen years old 
when his family established their homestead in 
the meadow area of what is now Big Sky.  
 
Emmett’s father, Augustus Franklin Crail, came 
to the Gallatin Basin area with the clear 
intention of establishing a productive ranching 
operation. He was interested in proving the 
viability of his own strain of high-country wheat 
and in making money by raising cattle and 

sheep for the market. 
 

Emmett	  Crail	  and	  Annie	  Breneman,	  dancing	  at	  the	  

Crail	  Ranch,	  about	  1935 
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Emmett’s older brother, Eugene, took up carpentry as his life’s occupation. In the early 
1920s, after serving in World War I, Eugene moved to Bozeman. In 1935, he married a 
woman named Alice Fowler Philips. They had one child, a son named Franklin Crail in 
memory of his grandfather.  
 
Emmett’s younger sister, Lilian, was an outstanding student. She left the Ranch around 1920 
and went to Chicago to become a nurse. During the 1950s, she married an engineer from 
California named Hal DeWaide. 
 

Emmett Crail, however, stayed on the Ranch and learned 
the ranching business with his father.  
 
After his father died in September of 1924, Emmett 
continued to work the Ranch, raising cattle and growing 
hay for livestock feed. He engaged in a number of other 
activities in the community, including the Karst asbestos 
mine endeavor. Although unmarried and childless, he 
also served as chairman of the local school board.  
 
Emmett seemed to enjoy his solitary ranching life. He 
remained a bachelor, living alone on the Crail Ranch for 
many years. 

	  

	  

Annie Breneman was born in 1886 in Montana, the 
oldest child of David and Annie Breneman. Annie 
studied mathematics and physics and eventually became 
a schoolteacher in Anaconda Montana. 

	  

 

Tragedy befell Annie's family in 1918 On November 8 of that year, Annie's 

younger brother, Duburg Breneman, and Duburg’s wife, Rilla, gave birth to 

their third child. Three weeks later, both Duburg and Rilla Breneman were 

dead, victims of the influenza epidemic known as the Spanish Flu. Their 

graves in the Breneman plot in the Bozeman Sunset Hills Cemetery are 

evidence of their sad story.  

The infant that was born to Duburg and Rilla, a boy whom they had named 
Duburg, survived. He was adopted by a family from Anaconda, who 
renamed him Robert Ernest Frey. 
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Headstones	  of	  Rilla	  and	  Duburg	  Breneman	  in	  Bozeman	  cemetery	  

showing	  their	  deaths	  on	  November	  18	  and	  22,	  1918 

 
The two older children of Rilla and Duburg Breneman, a boy named David and a girl named 
Glen Louise (age 5 and 2 in 1918), were taken by Annie's parents with the understanding that 
Annie, who was 32 and working as a school teacher, would see to their upbringing.   
 
The US Census for 1920 finds Annie Breneman, age 33, living with her father and mother in 
Bozeman. Her nephew David, age 6, and her niece, Gl;en Louise, age 3, are also shown in 
the family group. 
 

	  
1920	  US	  Census,	  Bozeman,	  Breneman	  Family 

 

When Emmett met Annie… Exactly 
when and how Emmett Crail and 
Annie Breneman met, we do not 
know. However, information given to 
the Crail Ranch Conservators by the 
Crail family tells us that they were 
acquainted before 1920.  
 
Annie and her nephew and niece 
became frequent visitors to the Crail 
Ranch during the 1920s and 1930s.  
 
Marriage at last... Emmett Crail was a 
legendary procrastinator. Janet Cronin 
and Dorothy Vick noted that 
"Neighbors often wondered how Emmett ever got his 

This	  photograph,	  showing	  Emmet	  with	  David	  and	  Glen	  Louise	  

Breneman	  is	  marked	  “The	  Bunch”	  	  

is	  hand-‐labeled	  “The	  Bunch“	  in	  the	  Historic	  Crail	  Ranch	  collection. 



	  

52    Crail Ranch Stories  

work done because he moved so slowly -- one mild year Emmett put up the last load of hay 
on Christmas Eve."1  
 
Whether it was Emmett's slow ways, or perhaps Annie's wishes, the two did not marry until 
1949, when Emmett was 61 and Annie was 63.  
 
Long-time Gallatin Canyon resident Shirley Luhrsen remembered that her parents often 
talked of the wonderful time they had at the “shivaree” for Emmett and Annie Crail. 
 
Emmett and Annie lived together on the Crail Ranch for just a short time. In 1950, again for 
reasons on which we can only speculate, they decided to sell the ranch and move to a house 
in Bozeman Hot Springs.  
 
Sadly, their married life together was fairly short as well. 
Annie Breneman Crail died in 1958 and is interred in the 
Bozeman Sunset Hills Cemetery. 
 
But the story of Emmett and Annie does not end there… 

 

By 1970, both Emmett Crail and 
his sister Lilian had lost their 
spouses and were once again 
single.  In July of that year, Frank 
Crail, son of Eugene Crail and the 
only grandchild of the original 
homesteaders, brought his father 
Eugene and his uncle Emmett 
back up the old road to visit the 
Crail Ranch.  
 
At that time, the main cabin on 
the Crail Ranch had been set up to 
house workers building the new 

golf course for Chet Huntley's 
planned resort. Frank, Emmett 
and Eugene were not allowed to 
go inside the cabin, but Frank’s wife, Carole, took a picture of them standing at the southwest 
corner of the old ranch house. As far as is known, this is the last time any of the original 
homestead children saw the Crail Ranch. 
 
To Oregon, and back to Montana... After the last visit to Crail Ranch, Frank Crail moved 
his father Eugene, his uncle Emmett, and his aunt Lilian to his ranch near Salem, Oregon, 
where he hoped they could spend their final days.   
 
Eugene and Lilian lived on the ranch in Oregon for a number of years. Lilian died in 1981, 
and her remains were taken to Long Beach, California to be interred with her husband.  
 

Wedding	  Picture	  of	  Emmett	  and	  Annie,	  1949.	  	  

It	  is	  a	  favorite	  of	  the	  Crail	  ranch	  tour	  guides	  for	  

Emmett's	  "deer	  in	  the	  headlights"	  look. 

Emmett	  Crail,	  age	  82	  (left),	  Eugene	  Crail,	  83	  (in	  green	  shirt),	  and	  Eugene’s	  wife	  

Alice	  (in	  green	  dress),	  at	  the	  Crail	  Ranch	  in	  1970.	  	  

Eugene’s	  son,	  Frank	  Crail,	  is	  at	  right.	  
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Eugene died in Oregon in 1985 at the age of 97. He is buried in Oregon. It was noted at the 
time of his death that he had been a member of the Carpenter’s Union for 80 years. 
 
Emmett Crail stayed in Oregon for only a few years. In the early months of 1975, Annie's 
niece came to Oregon and brought him back to Montana. 
 
Emmett Crail died in June of 1975, at the age of 86. He is buried with his wife, Annie, in the 
Breneman plot in Sunset Hills cemetery in Bozeman.  
 
 

         
 
 

Postscript: In August 2012, a woman named Becky Finnegan visited Crail Ranch. She told 
us that she believed she was related to Annie Breneman Crail, but she was not sure of the 

relationship. However, when she told us that her maiden name was Frey, we knew 
immediately that she was the daughter of the infant, Duburg Breneman, who was born in 

November 1918, orphaned that same month, and then adopted and renamed Robert Frey by 
the Frey family of Anaconda.  
	  

_________________________	  

1
 Montana’s Gallatin Canyon: A Gem in the Treasure State, by Janet Cronin and Dorothy Vick, Mountain 

Press Publishing Company, Missoula, MT, 1992, p. 75. 

 

Part 3: When Crail Ranch Became 

“Historic”: 1970 – Present 
	  

Emmett	  Crail,	  the	  last	  Crail	  on	  the	  Ranch,	  sold	  out	  in	  1950	  to	  a	  family	  from	  California	  named	  Hume.	  

By	  that	  time,	  the	  property	  had	  grown	  to	  960	  acres	  –	  6	  homesteads.	  The	  Humes	  partnered	  with	  
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another	  family	  and	  eventually	  expanded	  the	  Ranch	  to	  more	  than	  1400	  acres.	  In	  1962,	  the	  Humes	  

sold	  the	  property	  to	  a	  man	  named	  Sam	  Smeding,	  who	  ran	  cattle	  in	  the	  meadow	  area.	  Smeding	  sold	  

the	  Crail	  Ranch	  property	  in	  1970	  to	  TV	  news	  commentator	  Chet	  Huntley	  and	  his	  consortium,	  to	  

become	  part	  of	  a	  world	  class	  ski	  resort	  around	  Lone	  Peak.	  	  	  

	  	  

 
News	  clips	  from	  The	  Gallatin	  County	  Tribune,	  February	  17,	  1970	  

	  

	  

	  

Cataloging the Crail Ranch 

Collections: 

From “wrecking ball” to  
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National Register of Historic 
Places 

 

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” March 6, 2014 
 
The 112-year-old Crail Ranch sits proudly amid modern condos and golf course greens in 
Big Sky.  Now a homestead museum, the Crail Ranch displays architecture and artifacts from 
the sixty years that the Crails and then the Humes called the ranch home.   
 
In 2004, the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators located Frank Crail, grandson and ranch 
founder namesake.  He donated nearly 400 items original to the homestead. His notes led 
Conservators to other descendants, who also have contributed family heirlooms.   
 
A few years later, another 
connection proved equally 
valuable, when Conservators 
hired part-time Big Sky 
resident, Scott Carpenter, who 
specializes in archaeology, 
research, and architectural 
history.  Carpenter advises the 
Conservators on artifact 
documentation and building 
preservation.   
 
Carpenter comes to these tasks 
with impeccable credentials.  
With degrees from the 
University of Colorado and 
George Washington University, 
Carpenter worked at the 
Smithsonian Institution and then with the National Park Service in the positions of Research 
Archaeologist, Cultural Resources Planner, and Branch Chief of Cultural Research.  Some of 
his most interesting investigations include the home of abolitionist Frederick Jackson 
Douglass, Harper’s Ferry, and Appomattox Court House - locations with history that spans 
the beginning to the end of the Civil War. 
 
His Bozeman-based company, InteResources Planning, Inc., has done work throughout 
Montana and the U.S. since 1991.  Some recent projects center on Indian cultures.  East of 
Livingston his group is unearthing prehistoric materials.  Another location along the Madison 
River features 300 tipi rings.  Although Carpenter studies many rewarding sites, he includes 
the Crail Ranch historic property among his favorites.  “I’ve researched the area’s prehistoric 
use of higher elevations.  It’s interesting to contrast prehistoric land use with ranching.  I’m 
really fascinated with the Homestead Era.” 

Scott	  Carpenter	  examines	  a	  wood	  and	  cast	  iron	  coffee	  mill	  manufactured	  

by	  Landers,	  Frary,	  and	  Clark	  circa	  1900 
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Carpenter and the Conservators are inventorying over 600 artifacts in the museum collection.  
“The Conservators have an agreement with the Crail Family to inventory and track the items 
they donated.  But in addition, careful management of a collection is fundamental to the 
proper operation of any museum,” explains longtime Conservator Al Lockwood. “Using 
PastPerfect, a software program for museum cataloging, Scott is creating a digital database of 
photographs and accession information about each artifact, photograph, and document in the 
Historic Crail Ranch collections.”  
 

	  
Drawings	  made	  by	  Eugene	  Crail	  are	  captured	  by	  InteResources	  Planning	  in	  Bozeman 

 
The digital cataloging process starts with the creation of high-resolution digital photographs 
of each item with photo-scale to show size.  Research is conducted to determine the nature, 
date of manufacture, history and source of each object. This information is entered into a 
database designed to allow researchers to quickly locate the objects and monitor their 
conditions.  
 
Part of the work of the Historic Collections Project during 2013 was to scan architectural 
drawings that Eugene Crail had completed for correspondence courses taken between 1908 
and 1913 and then between 1926 and 1929.  InteResources Planning, Inc. staff also prepared 
an academic report.  Some of these items will be displayed in the newly re-purposed Crail 
historic small cabin, which dates back to the late 1800s.   
 
Conservators Sue Lindley and Trish Loomis, who are working on re-presentation of the 
collection in the museum, appreciate the inventory.  “We’ve been able to provide our visitors 
with more information about artifacts and photos.  This will increase visitors’ knowledge and 
improve their Crail Ranch Museum experience.”   
 
According to Carpenter, “The Crail Ranch Conservators are fortunate to have so many 
artifacts original to the ranch.  But with those artifacts comes the responsibility to care for 
them and to tell the Crail story.  The Conservators are doing just that.” 
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Winchester	  model	  1890	  .22	  caliber	  pump	  action	  rifle,	  owned	  by	  Eugene	  Crail 
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Facts and Artifacts:  
A Progress Report 

How the Crail Ranch Conservators use modern 
technology to catalog Historic Collections  

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” April 2, 2015 
 

This article is an update to the preceding article on Cataloging the Crail Collection. 
 

The Historic Crail Ranch Conservators 

recently announced the “completion” of 

the Historic Collections digital catalog 

project.  Underway since 2009, this 

project will never actually be “complete,” 

since Conservators will continue to add 

artifacts to the database as they are 

acquired. 

In 2004, when the Historic Crail Ranch 

was under the auspices of the Big Sky 

Owners’ Association, the BSOA entered 

into an agreement with the Franklin 

William Crail family, currently of 

Redmond, Oregon, to compile an 

inventory of artifacts the Crails had donated to the ranch. 

Beginning in 2009, the Historic Crail 

Ranch Conservators contracted with 

Scott Carpenter of InteResources 

Planning, Inc. in Bozeman.  Since that 

time, Scott has assembled a digital 

catalog using museum-quality software 

called PastPerfect.  The inventory 

contains over 1460 objects and 

photographs, donated to the Crail Ranch 

since the late 1990s.  The 2800 page 

printout of the digital catalog includes 

object descriptions, measurements, 

photographs, donor source, and 

condition.   

“Were we to print out the entire digital 

Scott	  Carpenter	  cataloging	  artifacts	  on	  site	  at	  Crail	  Ranch,	  

August	  2009	  

Cover	  page	  of	  Digital	  Collections	  Catalog	  
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catalog, it would range to over 8000 pages,” advised Carpenter. 

Al Lockwood, who chaired the HCRC when they first contracted for this project, reports, 
“Although the digital catalog was expensive to assemble, it is a key component of a true 
museum.”  Throughout the six years of catalog creation, Conservators learned a great deal 
about the artifacts’ histories, care, and optimal display.  They also learned much more about 
the Crail Family and life during the Homestead Era.  Sue Lindley and Trish Loomis, two 
conservators dedicated to improving the museum displays, state “The artifact’s background 
information helps us to better understand the context to present the object or photo.”   
 
The process of cataloging over a thousand artifacts and photographs involves a closer 

scrutiny of each object.  A prime example of this can be seen with a pair of antique baby 

shoes.  The Crail Family donated the shoes in 2004, but no one was sure who actually wore 

these shoes.  While Carpenter was cataloging a photo of the young Crail boys sitting on their 

mother’s lap in a formal studio photograph taken circa the late 1880s, there were the shoes!  

“I enlarged the photo, and those definitely are the shoes!  Buttons and all.  They totally 

matched the description I had written for the shoes’ artifact entry!”  Conservators can now 

legitimately pair that photo with the baby shoes in a new exhibit being assembled in the east 

bedroom upstairs in the main home. 

Because Conservators believe that history is meant to be shared, their next venture will 

involve the Online Collections feature of the PastPerfect software, which permits access to 

those interested in research. 

Conservators thank all donors over the past several years.  Docent coordinator Linda Meade 

attests, “We now have so much valuable information, which allows us to be better teachers 

and give more engaging tours.” 

Sample Digital Catalog Entry: 

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  O	  004.1.00004	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Rifle	  

	  

Winchester	  Model	  1890	  .22	  Caliber	  (Long),	  pump	  action	  rifle,	  serial	  no.	  647035	  A.	  Octagonal	  barrel,	  

measures	  23"	  in	  length.	  	  Top	  of	  barrel	  is	  stamped:	  “MANUFACTURED	  BY	  THE	  WINCHESTER	  REPEATING	  

ARMS	  CO.	  NEW	  HAVEN	  CONN.	  U.S.A.	  PAT.	  JUN26,	  09,	  DEC.6.92,	  NOV.	  27.06.	  MAY	  30.1911	  -‐	  MOD.	  

1890.“	  	  

Wooden	  stock	  and	  pump	  grip.	  Adjustable,	  pivoting	  rear	  sight	  and	  fixed	  front	  sight.	  Notch	  on	  top	  of	  mid-‐

barrel	  for	  adjustable	  sight	  (missing).	  All	  other	  parts	  appear	  to	  be	  original	  and	  in	  place.	  Serial	  Number	  is	  

noted	  as	  manufactured	  during	  1921	  (www.gun-‐data.com/winchester_Model_1890.htm)	  

According	  to	  Frank	  Crail,	  the	  rifle	  belonged	  to	  his	  father,	  Eugene.	  Cost	  was	  $16.00.	  Made	  before	  the	  

1910	  model	  which	  was	  mass	  produced	  at	  a	  cost	  of	  $11.00.	  Photographs	  06/29/2009	  
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Archaeology of Crail Ranch 

Like Working a Puzzle in Reverse 
	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” April 3, 2014	  
	  

“When I was in the fourth grade, a family friend worked on the Aswan Dam.  On his return, 
he regaled us with stories of archaeological finds.  He inspired me toward archaeology,” 
recounts archaeologist/historian Scott Carpenter.  “After that I was fortunate to accompany 
him on many projects.” 
 
A consultant with the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators, Carpenter, who sometimes 
uncannily plays reenactment of Augustus 
Franklin Crail himself, speaks with a jovial 
voice, full of optimism.  “When I was an 
undergrad, I was able to work for the Mesa 
Verde Research Center on archaeological 
excavations and surveys,” Carpenter shares 
excitedly.  As a graduate student, he worked at 
the Smithsonian Institution.  Armed with these 
experiences and his degrees from University 
of Colorado and George Washington 
University, Carpenter began working with the 
National Park Service.   

 
Since 1991, his Bozeman-based company, InteResources 
Planning, Inc., has studied sites throughout Montana and the 
U.S.  He has worked on hundreds of projects involving the 
treatment and preservation of historic properties listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places. During the summer of 
2013, his team investigated now vacant lots in Virginia City 
that previously housed some of the town’s oldest buildings, 
dating back to the Alder Creek gold discovery.  
 
Carpenter describes a current project to develop a 
comprehensive historic preservation plan for Butte, MT. “In 
Butte, the largest national historic landmark district in the 
country with over 6000 historic buildings, we face the real 
challenges of crafting a preservation plan in a community 
with declining population and an economy that is a mere 
shadow of its former pinnacle,” says Carpenter. 
  
Locally, Carpenter has worked with Historic Crail Ranch 

Conservators since 2008, when he led the group in the preparation of a Master Plan.  His first 
major project at Crail Ranch was the creation of a Historic Structures Report, which helps 

Scott	  Carpenter	  bears	  a	  strong	  resemblance	  to	  

homesteader	  AF	  Crail	  

Unidentified	  man	  outside	  main	  cabin.	  

Note	  that	  the	  second	  story	  has	  not	  yet	  

been	  added.	  
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Conservators make decisions on building preservation and maintenance.  After five summers 
of study, Carpenter will deliver the report this spring. Carpenter says his main message is, 
“Crail Ranch is an historic property. We don’t want to recreate Crail Ranch with modern 
materials.  We want to retain as much of the original structures as possible.”   
 

Although study of the two 
remaining Crail Ranch 
structures and the property 
has been hampered by snow-
bound winters, Conservators 
acted quickly when 
Carpenter alerted them to 
critical findings.  Subsidence 
and foundation deterioration 
were discovered at the 
eastern end of the main 
home.  Ultimately, 
Carpenter used a fiber optic 
camera under the floor to 
determine foundation 

conditions.  He 
recommended improved 
water drainage to prevent 
further damage rather than 
reconstructing the 

foundation at this time.  “We knew we had to intrude, but as little as possible, on the original 
architectural fabric.  We recommended a system of drainage away from the structure,” says 
Carpenter. 
 
For documenting construction history and subsequent alterations, Conservators delivered to 
Carpenter hundreds of original ranch photos and documents, donated by the Crail family.   
 
The ages of family members in photos provide approximate dates of completion and, when 
paired with architectural information, reveal three phases of construction.  This information 
is further supported by dates in newspaper insulation, deeds, maps, and homestead records.   
“It’s like working a puzzle in reverse.  We can see the finished product, but we need to 
understand the stages of construction to make correct preservation decisions.” 
 
“It’s amazing that a lightly maintained hand-made log building from another century still 
stands near a creek in Big Sky,” quips Carpenter.   
 
After installing period-appropriate rain gutters and re-grading the landscape, Conservators 
expect the main home to stand beside that creek for another hundred years, testifying to Big 
Sky’s ranching past. 
  

By	  identifying	  people	  in	  the	  photos	  and	  their	  ages,	  we	  are	  able	  to	  determine	  

the	  approximate	  date	  of	  the	  structures	  also	  captured	  in	  the	  photo.	  	  

This	  helps	  Conservators	  understand	  the	  condition	  of	  the	  structures	  at	  

varying	  points	  in	  time.	  
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Salute to the Women’s Club: 
THE Annual Bake Sale, Book Sale, Food 

Bank Drive…. and a PIE-O-U! 
	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta, originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch 
Corner,” July 17, 2014 
	  

This article was an invitation to the community and an advertisement for THE Crail Ranch 
Bake Sale in July, 2014. 
	  

THE Annual Crail Ranch Bake Sale on 

Saturday, July 26
th 

from 10 through 3 not only 

goes well beyond a typical bake sale fundraiser; 

it also harkens back to “Old Big Sky’s” roots.   

Always scheduled to coincide with the Big Sky 

Country Fair, the tradition of THE Annual Crail 

Ranch Bake Sale continues, although 2012 saw 

the 32nd and last Country Fair.  In fact, some of 

the area non-profits, such as the Friends of the 

Library, which had exhibited at the Country Fair, 

now have joined the Crail event. 

Another bake sale historical root is grounded in 

the Gallatin Canyon Women’s Club.  The 

GCWC women were fully engaged in the 

restoration of the Historic Crail Ranch.  In fact, 

prior to the Crail Ranch association with the Big 

Sky Community Corporation, the homestead was 

restored through the efforts of the Historic Crail 

Ranch Restoration Committee of the Gallatin Canyon Women’s Club.  The ranch owes its 

initial rehabilitation to the energy and financial donations of the Women’s Club. 

For decades the Women’s Club held a bake sale to support the ranch restoration efforts.  

Despite the BSCC affiliation in the last 8 years, the Women’s Club generously continues the 

traditional bake sale. 

The Conservators have included other non-profits agencies again this year.  Friends of the 

Library will offer books for sale.  A Big Sky Community Food Bank barrel will gladly accept 

your non-perishable food donation, while Sarah Gaither paints kids’ faces.   

Barbara	  Hoberecht	  poses	  for	  Bake	  Sale	  picture	  in	  the	  

Crail	  Ranch	  kitchen,	  2012.	  Baked	  goods	  were	  

prepared	  offsite	  and	  brought	  to	  the	  Ranch;	  the	  old	  

stove	  was	  not	  actually	  usable	  for	  cooking!	  
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Another new tradition is emerging 

– Olive B’s Bistro and Buck’s T-4 

will donate a dessert for silent 

auction. 

The ranch museum will be open 

for tours.  So check out our new 

pantry display (after you drop off 

those cupcakes!)   

If you see the last of your favorite 

dessert walking out the ranch gates 

as you arrive, then ask for a “Pie-

O-U!” 

So - Bake a cake or take a cake… 

Come to the Crail Ranch on July 

26th, bring a non-perishable food item, buy a book, and let the tradition continue!   

All donations should be at the ranch by 8 a.m.  If you need to make special arrangements for 

drop off, please contact us at crailranchmuseum@gmail.com or 406-993-2112. 

	  

Glenniss	  Indreland	  of	  ImageCrafters	  in	  Bozeman	  designed	  	  

Crail	  Ranch	  Summer	  Event	  posters	  for	  many	  years 
	   	  

2009	  Bake	  Sale…	   



	  

	  

	  

Articles on the History of Big Sky  65 

	  

The Buck and Helen Knight 

Foundation 
Faithful Support for the Crail Ranch 

Homestead Museum 
 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” December, 2013	  
	  

Christmas arrived early for the Historic Crail Ranch 

Homestead Museum in 2013 when a gift of $900 

was delivered by a Santa elf dressed seasonally in 

his red Patagonia jacket.   

That elf was none other than Mike Scholz, Chair of 

the Buck and Helen Knight Foundation Board.  

Buck and Helen Knight began their nonprofit 

foundation back in the 1970s to support community 

service projects in the area.  Nearly a half century 

later, the foundation donates approximately $50,000 

annually to worthy causes. 

The Knights were both born in Paradise Valley and 

came to Gallatin Canyon to work on the Elkhorn 

Ranch.  Buck and Helen ventured into the dude 

ranching business.  Rather than converting an 

existing stock ranch into a tourist attraction, they 

built from scratch and created a legacy that has 

extended to the present.  They bought ten acres of 

what had been Bert Stillman’s dilapidated 

homestead and opened Buck’s T-4 in 1946, starting with a few cabin rooms, a gas station, a 

restaurant, and a bar. They added more rooms and a dance hall in 1950 and then an additional 

160 acres.  A summer and hunting season resort, it gained a reputation for western 

hospitality.   

According to Mike Scholz, whose family purchased 

the business in 1970, the Knights were a true team.  

Recognizing Helen's organizational and financial 

skills as well as her cooking, Buck often said, 

“Without Helen there would be no business.”  Helen 

would respond, “Without Buck there would be no 

Buck	  and	  Helen	  Knight,	  about	  1946	  
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customers.”  Not only did Buck have a welcoming smile and great personality, he was a 

renowned hunter, guide, and outfitter.   

 

The Crails were good friends with the 

Knights. The Humes, who purchased the 

Crail Ranch in 1950, were also close to Buck 

and Helen.  Jack Hume, who then lived in 

Oakland, California, had been one of Buck’s 

hunting clients.  He brought his new bride, 

Elaine, on a honeymoon in 1947.   

While staying at Buck’s T-4, Jack Hume asked 

Buck to keep an eye out for any ranches 

coming onto the real estate market.  Within 

three years, Jack and Elaine packed up their 

home in Oakland and moved to the Meadow 

and onto the Crail Ranch! 

July	  12,	  2015	  “Retrospective	  Event”	  at	  Crail	  Ranch	  to	  honor	  the	  legacy	  of	  

	  Buck	  and	  Helen	  Knight 

Audrey	  Cameron	  rented	  lodging	  from	  Buck	  and	  Helen	  

and	  became	  Helen's	  friend	  and	  caregiver	  later	  in	  life 

Mike	  Scholz,	  retired	  manager	  of	  Buck’s	  T-‐4,	  said	  that	  

Buck	  was	  the	  personality	  of	  the	  operation,	  while	  Helen	  

ran	  the	  business 
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The Historic Crail Ranch Conservators, dedicated to preserving the homestead and that era of 

history, will use the Knight Foundation funds for preservation of the ranch and the new 

support and storage structure they plan to erect next spring [2014].   

The Knight’s gracious hospitality and generosity are remembered and extended through the 

Buck and Helen Knight Foundation.   

Over the last two years, the following groups have benefitted from the Knight Foundation: 

• The Historic Crail Ranch 

• Eaglemount 

• Morningstar Learning Center 

• Bozeman Senior Center 

• Gallatin Valley/Big Sky Food Bank 

• Heart of the Valley Animal Shelter 

• Pioneer Museum 

• Willing Workers Ladies Aid 

• Women In Action  

• Friends of Big Sky Education 

• Bozeman Schools Foundation 

• Museum of the Rockies 

• Travelers For Open Land 

	  

(Portions	  of	  this	  article	  are	  excerpted	  from	  Images	  of	  America:	  	  Big	  Sky,	  written	  by	  Jeff	  Strickler	  and	  Anne	  

Marie	  Mistretta.	  	  The	  book	  is	  available	  in	  many	  Big	  Sky	  area	  retail	  stores	  and	  through	  most	  major	  national	  

booksellers.)	  
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Family Ties… 
Thanks to Internet, Crail Descendants 

Connect and Share 
 
By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” May 29, 2014 
 
In the mid-1800s, Augustus Franklin (Frank) Crail left Indiana to homestead in Montana.  
Except for a few letters Crail wrote to his immediate family in the latter half of the 19th 
century, he never looked back. 
   
Now more than 150 years later, descendants of the Crails connect with the Crail Ranch 
Homestead Museum with the help of the Internet.  Through the Crail Ranch website 
crailranch.org and genealogy sites such as ancestry.com, Crail family members and Crail 
Ranch Conservators are “meeting” each other.  In each case, the Conservators helped 
descendants learn more about the family, and in turn, the descendants, educate us. 
 
The Breneman Descendants – this is probably the 
most moving connection.  In 1949, Emmett Crail, 
who ranched here for nearly 50 years, finally 
married his long-time sweetheart, Annie Breneman 
of Anaconda, MT.  More than 65 years later, 
Conservator Al Lockwood, who built and 
maintains the Crail website, wrote and posted an 
article about Annie and Emmett.  It’s a touching 
story about their long courtship and tragedy in 
Annie’s family (see “Emmett and Annie, A Gallatin 

Canyon Love Story” in this collection).   
 
As the story goes, in early November 1918 Annie’s brother Duburg, and his wife, Rilla, 
welcomed the birth of their third child, who they named Duburg, after his father.  Within 
three weeks, both parents were dead of the Spanish Flu. The infant was adopted by the Frey 
family of Anaconda, Montana, and renamed Robert Ernest Frey. The task of raising the older 
two Breneman children, David and Glen Louise, fell to 32-year-old Anaconda High School 
math teacher, Annie Breneman. 
 
Over the years, Robert Frey’s daughters, Becky and Pat, searched for evidence of what 
happened to Annie after she married Emmett Crail.  Tapping the Internet occasionally, they 
never gave up hope of locating Annie.  Finally, in 2012, after the story was posted on the 
Crail Ranch website, they “found” Annie.  A tearful Becky attended the Crail Ranch Harvest 
Festival that summer, with her parents’ marriage license in tow and thanked us for helping 
her fill in the missing pieces of her great-aunt’s life. 
 

Becky	  Frey	  Finnegan	  (right)	  visits	  Crail	  Ranch	  

in	  2012	  
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Frank Crail’s Great-Great-Grand Niece from Ocala, FL – When he departed Indiana, 
Augustus Franklin Crail left two brothers and a sister, as well as nine half-siblings.  His sister 
Fanny’s great-great-granddaughter Kathleen Melendez works hard to trace her family 
through various genealogical sites.  Meanwhile, 2400 miles across the continent, the Crail 
Ranch Conservators engage in the same quest.  In April 2013, Anne Marie Mistretta saw 
blogs and other Internet material that led her to Kathleen.  A phone call to Kathleen and 
subsequent sharing of photographs evoked a squeal from Kathleen, “I know now where I got 
my curly hair!”  Kathleen honored the work of the Conservators by blogging 
(http://tracingdescendants-blog.blogspot.com).  In fact, descendants of 2 of Frank’s 3 
siblings have contacted us by email, and we’ve shared photos of their ancestors from the late 
1800s. Some descendants of Frank’s half-siblings have corresponded with the Conservators, 
and some have visited. 
 
Eugene Crail’s Family – Eugene was the only child of Frank and Sallie Crail who had 
children.  His one biological son, Franklin William Crail (also known as Frank), lives in 
Oregon.  Over the last decade, Frank and his wife visited the ranch twice, each time bearing 
more ranch items that enrich the Crail Ranch Museum collection.  More than 60% of the 
museum’s collection is now original to the ranch.  
 
Nearly each year, someone from Eugene 
Crail’s family visits the Crail Ranch.  During 
the summer of 2013, Eugene’s step-
granddaughter AnnaLee Baker came to the 
ranch for the first time, donating two paintings 
done by Eugene, which she had inherited.   
 
Becky Marcinek, Eugene’s great-
granddaughter (step), visited with her husband 
and children.  These are descendants from 

Eug
ene’
s 
wif
e, Mary Alice Fowler Phillips Crail, whose first 
marriage ended in divorce.  All of these family 
members attest that Eugene is the only 
grandfather they knew. 
 
 Crail Ranch Museum docents relate that most 
visitors find some connection to the ranch.  
Generally, it is not a personal one, but visitors 
speak of a grandparent who homesteaded, or they 
find an artifact that resembles one handed down 
through their own family.  The Historic Crail 

Ranch Museum not only lets us peek into Big Sky’s ranching past through historic structures 
and original artifacts, it also connects present and past through technology.  

2013	  –	  AnnaLee	  Baker	  (center)	  presents	  painting	  by	  

her	  grandfather,	  Eugene	  Crail,	  to	  Trish	  Loomis	  (left)	  

and	  Sue	  Lindley	  (right)	  representing	  the	  Crail	  Ranch	  

Museum 

A	  2015	  picnic	  at	  the	  Ranch	  included	  Nancy	  Heath	  

(striped	  shirt),	  Eugene	  Crail’s	  step-‐granddaughter	  
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The New Crail Ranch Museum 

Support Center: 
“It’s about time we had us an old-

fashioned Barn Raising”	  
	  

By Al Lockwood, Past Chair, Historic Crail Ranch Conservators 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” July 31, 2013	  

	  

A “barn raising” is a community effort to build a barn for a community member’s farm or 
ranch.  Barn raisings were common in the 18th and 19th century.  After the barn was built, the 
community would celebrate with a pot-luck meal. 
 
We don’t know for sure if the Crails ever held a traditional barn raising for any of the many 
structures that they built on the Crail Ranch. And, truth is, we really don’t need help banging 
nails and raising timbers.  
 
But we do need help celebrating the arrival of the first new building on the Crail property in 
more than 70 years. We’ll have good food, brief-but-boring speeches, and old-fashioned 
barn-raising music.  Bring the whole family and your friends to Crail Ranch on Spotted Elk 
Road, Sunday, August 3, 2014, noon to 3PM.  And bring your favorite pot-luck dish. 
 

 
New	  Crail	  Ranch	  Museum	  Project	  Center	  in	  place	  late	  July	  2014	  
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The Backstory - Back in the early 1900s, the 
Crails had a space problem -- a family of five 
lived in a 255 square foot cabin.  Over 100 
years later, Historic Crail Ranch still had a 
space and storage problem! One of the oldest 
buildings in Big Sky, the historic small cabin 
had been a repository for museum support 
materials including chairs, tables, gardening 
equipment, canopies, etc.  As early as 2007, 
Conservators explored places to store all of 
the non-historic materials so that the small 
cabin could be used for historic displays, and 
in 2008 they built it into their master plan.   
 
Early proposals included a plan by 
Conservator Barbara Gillispie for a smaller 
storage bin to take care of gardening tools 
and supplies.  Next a subcommittee of Bob 
Donovan, Kristin Downer, and Carol Collins 
submitted several plans for a larger “garden 
shed.” Those plans pointed the Conservators 
to the eventual solution. 
 
A Plan for Action - During the summer of 

2013, after years of thinking and serious 
discussion about the space crunch, the Crail 
Ranch Homestead Museum Conservators, set a goal to erect a structure by fall of 2015. 
 
After the Conservators considered preliminary plans and cost estimates from various sources, 
Janet Storey of Storey Architects, Big Sky, stepped in and volunteered to draw up formal 
architectural plans for a “Museum Support Center.” Her plan provided ample storage for 
non-historic items, space for project development, and a visible porch where ranch hosts can 
greet visitors to the Ranch. It was designed to approximate the “look and feel” of the Crail 
Ranch buildings without trying to fool anybody into thinking it was an historic building, too. 
 
Storey’s architectural drawings enabled the Conservators to move the project forward to the 
Big Sky Community Corporation and the BSOA’s Architectural Committee, where it 
received enthusiastic endorsement. 
 
The building was constructed primarily by Frontier Rustic Design of Ennis, who assembled 
portions of the building in Ennis, moved them to Big Sky, and then completed assembly of 
the entire building on the site. Two local Big Sky companies did key contract work on the 
project:  Lone Peak Electric, LLC and Big Sky Landscaping, who prepared the foundation. 
 
Funding & Community Support - Funding appeared at first to be a major issue.  Crail Ranch 
Conservator Chair Anne Marie Mistretta says, "Each of the Conservators - Sue Lindley, 
Trish Loomis, Karen Strickler, Mary Wheeler, and Linda Meade - canvassed businesses and 
organizations to support the cause.  

Janet	  Storey	  of	  Storey	  Architects	  drew	  up	  a	  plan 
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As word of our needs went out to the Big Sky Community, help wasn't long in coming."   
 
First the Rotary Club of Big Sky stepped forward and gave the Conservators a big boost 
toward their goal.  According to Rotarian Dr. Jeff Strickler, "For 2014 we were looking for a 
community project, and helping another non-profit accomplish its goals was just what we 
were looking for. The new structure at Crail Ranch seemed a perfect fit." Rotary donated 
$12,000 toward the Crail Ranch Project Center from its annual Gold Auction.       
 
Other organizations that enabled the Conservators’ work through substantial financial 
support were the Buck and Helen Knight Foundation and the Big Sky Owners' Association.  
Among the local companies who also volunteered outstanding in-kind professional support 
were E L Painting and Lone Pine Builders. 
 

	  
September	  2014	  -‐	  Rotarians,	  Conservators	  and	  Friends	  celebrate	  the	  new	  Museum	  Project	  center 

 
"The comprehensive cost of the building is approximately $30,000" says Mistretta. "HCRC is 
paying less than 1/3 of those costs because of the generosity of community businesses and 
our conscientious annual donors.” 
 
Bottom line: It is hoped that the new Project Center will help the Crail Ranch Conservators 
better portray the message of local history to the Big Sky Community and its visitors. 
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Crail Ranch joins ‘Art 

on the Streets’ project  
By	  Anne	  Marie	  Mistretta	  	  

Originally	  published	  in	  Explore	  Big	  Sky,	  	  

September	  30	  –	  October	  13,	  2016	  

	  

Frank Crail stands in the doorway of his homestead ranch 

cabin, frozen in time in a photograph, circa 1910. But this 

door does not open to his parlor, as it has for a century; he is 

150 yards away, on the side of a utility box on Little Coyote 

Road. 

“What is a utility box?” he might ask, given that ranchers 

here depended on generators until the late 1940s, when the 

Rural Electrification Administration brought commercial 

electricity through the Gallatin Canyon. 

The large utility box outside of the Big Sky Chapel was wrapped with Crail Family photos on 

Sept. 16. It’s the most recent wrap in the Big Sky area, where a group has been covering 

utility boxes and bear proof trashcans since 2015. 

The “Art on the Streets” effort is the brainchild of Lone Peak High School senior and artist 

Dasha Bough. She initiated this community service project after meeting Chance Remien of 

Bozeman’s The Wrap Agency three years ago, while working on a visual art exhibit at the 

Warren Miller Performing Arts Center. 
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	  Dasha	  Bough,	  Chair	  of	  the	  Art	  on	  the	  Streets	  project,	  stands	  next	  to	  her	  own	  artwork	  wrapped	  on	  a	  bear-‐proof	  trash	  
container	  in	  the	  Big	  Sky	  Community	  Park.	  	  (Photo	  courtesy	  of	  Jill	  Bough)	  

“I realized that when I graduate [high school], I will be leaving this wonderful community,” 

Bough said. “I wanted to leave something behind that is positive … to celebrate local artists 

and instill community pride in the quality of art, not to mention rich history, that we have 

here.” 

By 2015, Bough connected with a number of people and organizations who could help her 

make this happen, including the Arts Council of Big Sky’s Brian Hurbut; Ryan Hamilton 

with Big Sky Town Center; Jessie Wiese, the former executive director of Big Sky 

Community Organization; and Kitty Clemens, the former executive director of the Big Sky 

Chamber of Commerce. I was involved representing the Historic Crail Ranch Homestead 

Museum. 

After calls for artwork and vintage photos, judged by the group, materials were selected for 

the utility boxes and bear proof cans around Big Sky. “At some point in the process, the 

unsightly green boxes became just a new supply 

of canvases to cover,” Bough said. 

Bough and the committee successfully convinced 

a number of local organizations to fund the 

project: Rotary Club of Big Sky, the Simkins 

family/Town Center, the Yellowstone Club 

Community Foundation, and the Big Sky Resort 

Area District tax, through an arts council 

application. 

The latest wrap covers the utility box outside of 

the chapel, showing members of the Crail family 

standing proudly on land once included in their 

960-acre ranch. Another vintage photo collage 
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featuring ranching landscapes is on the drawing board for the utility box near the tennis 

courts on Little Coyote Road.  

Look for other wraps to materialize in Big Sky while the good weather lasts. 

 

Anne Marie Mistretta is the chair of the Historic Crail Ranch Conservators who operate the 

Crail Ranch Homestead Museum on Spotted Elk Road in Big Sky.  
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Local Homesteader Frank Crail 
Enters the Montana Cowboy  

Hall of Fame 
	  

By Anne Marie Mistretta 

Originally published in the Lone Peak Lookout, “Crail Ranch Corner,” February 13, 2014 

 
Ninety years after his death, Frank 

Crail was honored with induction into 

the Montana Cowboy Hall of Fame.   

Seeking to “honor our cowboy way of 

life, American Indian culture and 

collective western heritage," 

preserving it for future generations, 

the MCHF and Western Heritage 

Center selects deserving nominees for 

this honor.  Since 2008, a total of 145 

cowboys, cowgirls, Indians, and other 

Montana icons have been honored 

with MCHF induction.  

Frank Crail’s half century of work as a frontier rancher helped to populate Montana during 

its last territorial days and statehood infancy.  His adventurous spirit led him and his family 

into the Gallatin Canyon Basin, 50 miles upriver from Bozeman.  While other Gallatin 

Canyon and Basin ranches converted to dude ranching, the Crails continuously operated their 

family-owned stock ranch on more than 960 acres in what is now known as The Meadow.  

Perhaps more importantly, the Crails helped to establish a small ranching community, a 

toehold settlement in an otherwise wild yet wonderful 

environment. 

This was Crail’s second ranching operation.  His first 

ranch, sited on the western slope of the Bridgers in the 

1870s, brought him drought, grasshoppers, hail, water 

rights lawsuits, and no market for his wheat.  He also 

learned pride, courage, determination, and persistence. 

Crail was civic-minded. In 1896, he was elected as the 

Clerk of the Ninth Judicial District in Gallatin County.  

When his term ended in 1900, Crail decided it was time 

to embark on an interesting experiment.   

Crail had developed a strain of wheat that met the rigors 

of the short, cold growing season in Montana’s high 



	  

	  

	  

Articles on the History of Big Sky  77 

country. He called his wheat “Crail Fife,” most likely taking the name of his Scottish 

ancestors’ region in Fife, Scotland.  Searching for a new ranch, Crail found the Gallatin 

Canyon Basin, up primitive roads carved through a daunting canyon. 

In 1901, Crail purchased 160 acres and a one-room cabin, for less than $1.00 per acre.   The 

61 year-old Crail moved his wife, two young teenage sons, and a 5-year-old daughter.  The 

family lived in the 255 square foot cabin while they built a larger home.  They ran sheep and 

cattle on their homestead and grew Crail Fife wheat, which won 2 bronze medals in 1905 at 

the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis. Over the years, they annexed other land and 

ranched on a substantial portion of what is now The Meadow.   

The family survived ranching challenges, in fact they thrived, etching not only an existence 

but also a community into the forest.  Crail died here on the ranch in September 1924.  He 

was an adventurer, a hard-working rancher, a politician, and a devoted family man.  

Important settlers for Big Sky, the family ranched their lands into the mid-20th century, 

preserving the area from rapid development.  Although Crail’s 960-acre ranch is now a mere 

1 acre museum with the tiny cabin and ranch home, it stands as testimony to Big Sky’s 

ranching roots and the rigors of ranching in the Homestead Era. 
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The Road Home 

 

The Historic Crail Ranch relies on donations and grants to fund its work of preserving the Crail Ranch and the 

history of the Big Sky area. Donations may be made to: 

 

Historic Crail Ranch Conservators 

PO Box 161315 

Big Sky, MT 59716 

 

Crail Ranch Homestead Museum is a project of the Big Sky Community Organization, a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit 

entity that connects people with recreational opportunities by acquiring, preserving and promoting sustainable 

places and programs for all.  

 

If you liked reading these articles, please consider purchasing a copy of Images of America: Big Sky by Jeff 

Strickler and Anne Marie Mistretta.  It can be purchased at the Big Sky Community Organization for $22.00.  

Or you can contact the Conservators at crailranchmuseum@gmail.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


