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MEMOIRS OF A 1920’S YELLOWSTONE  
VACATION 

 

S ome families are fortunate to have written reminiscences of 
family members who told about their vacations. Bob Thomson, 

a member of the Great Falls Genealogy Society, remembers being 
told the story of this Thomson family vacation to Yellowstone Park, 
which took place in 1923. The Dr. Percy and Elizabeth (Page) 
Thomson family lived in Harlowton for well-over 80 years (he was a 
dentist, she was the Wheatland County Clerk of Court), and Great-
Aunt Margaret Page visited at Harlowton during many summers. 
This auto trip in Percy’s new car was a real treat for family members 
- but it appears that Percy spent a majority of his time changing tires 
and repairing his auto! Bob’s Dad, Fielding Thomson, had been 
deemed too young to go on this auto trip to Yellowstone. The story 
goes that Fielding waited impatiently at home in Harlowton for the 
vacationers - and when they returned, met them at the door saying, 
“It’s about time - ya dern fools!” 
   Margaret Almira Page, the author of this vacation story, was born 

at Girard, Macoupin County, Illinois on November 27, 1877, the daughter of Elisha and Ann 
(Williams) Page.  Margaret never married; well-educated, she taught school four years in Bos-
ton, Massachusetts, and had a long career as a lumber yard executive in her father’s busi-
ness, Page Lumber, at Roseburg, Oregon. She frequently traveled to visit her sister Elizabeth 
Page Thomson, who lived in Harlowton, Montana, and she was a favorite Grand-Aunt to neph-
ews Bob, Don, and Jack Thomson. When Great-Aunt, Margaret Almira Page died, she left 
several written memoirs of her vacations, and this is one of them.   
 
-Jan Thomson 

TRIP TO YELLOWSTONE PARK AND VIRGINIA CITY, MONTANA 

JULY 16 TO JULY 21, 1922 

 

   Party consisted of: Dr. Percy E. Thomson, Elizabeth Thomson, Helen Thomson, Donald Thomson, 

and Miss Margaret E. Page. 

 

   {The narrator of this trip was Miss Margaret E. Page, of Roseburg, Oregon. She had been visiting her 

sister, Elizabeth Page Thomson, in Harlowton, Wheatland County, Montana. The trip began in Harlow-

ton.} 

 

SUNDAY, JULY 16, 1922 

   For several days we had been getting ready, so most of our things were packed and in place the night 

before. We were up early, and after a good, hearty breakfast finished packing and were off at 7:07. It 

was cloudy, with threats of rain early, but it cleared later. 

   For some distance we traveled through a prosperous-looking country, and saw some fields of excellent 

grain, especially wheat, a number of herds of fine cattle and some good horses and sheep. We passed 

two small hills, the scene of a bitter Indian fight many years ago, and drove on into a more broken coun-

try--"Sweet Grass County", the home of moonshine and cattle thieves. 

   We passed through Melville, a small but old town, dating back to the day of the open range, and Percy 

Old Faithful 
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  pointed out the building where a notorious murder was committed many years ago. 

   We crossed Sweet Grass Creek, and presently came in sight of the Yellowstone River, winding its way 

between the trees that border its banks. We passed through another small town, Big Timber, and were 

interested in the apiaries we saw in that vicinity. 

   Crossing the Yellowstone River we drove on to Hunter's Hot Springs where we met the Husband par-

ty, consisting of Mr. and Mrs. W. C. Husband, Jean and Evelyn Husband and Mrs. Husband's sisters, 

Miss Nellie and Miss Alma Stearns. We spent about an hour and a half there, looking over the big hotel 

and watching the children of our party enjoy themselves with other bathers in the plunge. The hot 

springs bubble out in a number of places thereabout, are more or less mineral, and are supposed to have 

valuable medicinal qualities. The place consists of little more than the enormous hotel, and the other 

buildings incident to its operation. 

   On the road again, we followed the Yellowstone River for some distance through a very pretty coun-

try. In Livingston, a thriving modern little city, we replenished our supply of gas, and Percy chatted a 

few minutes with a dentist friend he chanced to meet. 

   Continuing on, we saw Emigrant Canyon, and presently arrived at Chico. This is another resort, some-

what similar to Hunter's. We saw the hotel, bath house, hospital, tent houses, and visited the old saloon. 

   At a little town called Emigrant, Percy, while getting some air for the tires, managed to give himself a 

black eye with the end of the hose. Here we saw a sign: "City of Peth, one lives--2 die"--but none of us 

were able to interpret it. 

   More and higher mountains were coming into view now, some of them with generous snow patched 

near their summits. Our road led us around a point of rocks, on the side of a mountain, far above the riv-

er, a road somewhat fearful for those accustomed to driving in a prairie country. We passed Finger Rock 

and the Sphinx, and found Custer Hill steep and long but the road good. We met a haying outfit which 

we had some difficulty passing, and soon after saw Electric Peak and Mt. Sepulchre in the distance. 

Looking backward, we saw "The Devil's Slide", looking very much like an immense red slide on the 

side of the mountain, formed, I imagine, by loose red gravel washing and rolling down a steep gully. 

   At Gardiner, a small town the most outstanding feature of which is the large log station, Margaret had 

her return ticket to Oregon validated, and we were on our way again soon, and shortly drove through the 

Gardiner Gateway and into Yellowstone National Park. Both cars were registered at the ranger station, 

and we drove on toward Mammoth Hot Springs Camp, following for a time the Boiling River, which we 

agreed was well-named. 

   About a mile or a mile and a half from Mammoth Hot Springs, Percy engine "died" and refused to re-

vive in answer to the ministrations of himself, Will Husband, and two or three kindly-disposed passers-

by. Finally, Will drove on into camp with his party, secured accommodations for all, and returned to us. 

Taking as much as we could of the things that could easily be removed, we pushed the car well to the 

side of the road and went back with him. Our supper consisted of such eatables as we could get together 

as it was then well after nine o'clock. The writer had a vivid recollection of a bacon sandwich which was 

delicious, really wonderful, and which disappeared with amazing speed. 

   Our lodging was at the "camp", and our party had three of the four beds in a four-bed cottage. They 

were very comfortable and clean, there was plenty of bedding, and we were soon fast asleep. 

 

MONDAY, JULY 17 

   About six o'clock the official "awakener" came around and asked if we would like a fire, to which in-

quiry we replied in the affirmative, and before long were all up and dressed, and ready for breakfast, 

which had at the camp dining room. 

   It was so dark when we arrived the evening before, that we saw nothing at all of the place, so our sur-

prise can be imagined when, on stepping out of our cottage, we saw Jupiter Terrence (Terrace?) only a 

short distance away, part of it gleaming white, and other portions every imaginable shade of tan, yellow, 

and brown, in many places hot water flowing down its sides, and the steam rising all about it. 

   After breakfast Percy went with a garage man to get the car and have it repaired. Will Husband took 
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 all the women and children of the party in his car for a drive about the 

camp, and occasioned not a few stares. Elizabeth told him that he was 

being mistaken for a Mormon elder with his families. 

   We later walked about the camp, visited the administration building 

where we supplied ourselves with maps, guide books, etc., and then 

took a walk over the terraces Minerva, Mound, Pulpit and Jupiter, after 

having seen the Devil's Thumb and Liberty Cap, strange rock for-

mations rising abruptly from a level stretch of ground. We were inter-

ested in a little stream flowing from the terraces, the water so sur-

charged with mineral that all the overhanging weeds and grasses were 

heavily-coated where the water had flowed over them. On top of the 

terraces we saw many highly-colored pools of hot water, and many 

places where the coloring was very bright due to the presence of algae 

which live in the hot water. When the water ceases to flow over a sur-

face, the algae die, and the surface becomes white and chalky. Eliza-

beth suggested that we fill our talcum powder boxes from the quanti-

ties of gleaming white powder. 

   Percy's car being finished, we met him and Will with the two cars at 

the front of the terraces, and then drove a short distance to see Orange 

Spring Mound, The White Elephant, and The Devil's [illegible]. The 

last-named was very interesting, as it is really an extinct geyser. One goes down into it by means of a 

ladder, and finds himself in a long, narrow mineral-lined chamber, the small opening above by which he 

entered, and realizes that at one time this must have been a cauldron of boiling water, at times forcing its 

way out through the opening as a geyser. 

   On the road again, we passed the Hoodoo Rocks, strange, fantastic forms scattered about, and drove 

through Silver Gate, a narrow opening between highly-colored rocks, and stopped for lunch near the 

Rustic Falls of Glenn Creek. The weather was bright and pleasant, we had wonderful cold water in abun-

dance, we had all had considerable exercise, and we disposed of amazing quantities of lunch, and called 

it good--excellent--fine. 

   We drove through Swan Lake Valley, past Swan Lake with Electric Peak ahead of us to the right. It is 

the highest mountain in the park and takes its name from the fact that it contains a large amount of mag-

netic ore and attracts lightning during storms. We crossed the Gallatin River and Obsidian Creek, and 

saw a beaver dam (but no beaver). At Apollinaris Spring, we had drinks all around, and about a mile 

further along, we passed Obsidian Cliff, a mountain of natural (volcanic) glass. This material covers the 

road bed, and we had the unique experience of riding over a glass road. Soon after, we passed Roaring 

Mountain, so called because of a number of steam 

vents on its sides, the sounds from which can, by a 

slight stretch of the imagination, be called a roar. 

We also saw Twin Lakes and the Frying Pan. 

   About a mile beyond Norris Junction, we reached 

Norris Geyser Basin. Parking the cars, we followed 

a walk which led us through the basin and we had 

our first sight of a geyser, The Constant. We also 

saw the [illegible] and the Whirligig Geysers near-

by. These were the first geysers any of us had ever 

seen, and we found them most interesting, and en-

joyed watching several eruptions of the Constant 

Geyser. The sun was shining, and the effect of the 

sunlight on the steam and the myriad drops of water 

was the column broke and fell, was beautiful. Near-

Jupiter Terrace, 1920  

Norris Geyser Basin, 1920 



Treasure State Lines                                                                                                                   Volume 41 Number 1 

 
4 

er the road we passed a Mud Geyser, and the Black Growler Steam Vent, well-named from the noise it 

made. 

   On the opposite side of the road, we saw Bath Tub Spring, a funny, tub-shaped crater filled with sim-

mering water, and Emerald Spring, described by its name. 

   Following along the Gibbon River, we saw Duck Rock, a peculiar formation bearing a striking resem-

blance to a mammoth duck, and nearly Chocolate Springs, bubbling out of chocolate-colored formations 

on the river bank. 

   We passed Beryl Spring, a peculiar bluish-green in color, and the hottest in the part, and not a great 

distance farther, Iron Spring--its basin and edge just the color of bright iron rust. 

   Gibbon Falls, 84 ft. in height, are beautiful, and much more impressive when we saw them this time 

than when we saw them two days later, after having seen the falls of the Yellowstone. 

   At Madison Junction, the Gibbon and Firehole Rivers unite to form the Madison River. We crossed 

the Gibbon River, and for a time the road followed up the Firehole River, passing the Firehole Cascade 

at the right. 

   About six miles from Madison Junction, we crossed Nez Perce Creek, named for the Nez Perce 

(Pierced Nose) Indians, who fought near here, and a mile farther, the old Fountain Hotel, no long in use, 

and arrived at Lower Geyser Basin. We saw Gentian Spring, Leather Pool, and the Mammoth Paint 

Pots, the largest, a great basin of thick, white liquid, of the consistency and general appearance of thick, 

white paint, bubbling slowly. We all walked over to Fountain Geyser and watched it awhile. When we 

first arrived, there was some water in the crater, then presently it was all sucked down entirely out of 

sight. This, according to the guide book, was an indication of an eruption, so we waited and waited, but 

the water rose in the crater very slowly until the crater was completely full, then it began bubbling, then 

playing a few inches and so on, gradually increasing in height. It was playing about 8 inches in height 

when we grew tired of watching it and went back to the cars to continue on our way. 

   We passed Excelsior Geyser Crater and Prismatic Lake, and Biscuit Basin across the river from us. 

We took the short detour to the right, and stopped at 

Morning Glory Pool. Nothing in the park is more ap-

propriately named, for it is the exact shape and coloring 

of a mammoth blue morning glory, filled "lipping full" 

with hot, steaming water. 

   We passed a number of geysers and geyser craters--

Grotto, Oblong, and Castle among them, and arrived at 

Old Faithful Camp just in time to see an eruption. This 

was by far the most magnificent geyser play we had 

seen and were all glad of this opportunity to witness it. 

As far back as the records of the park run, Old Faithful 

had been playing at regular intervals of approximately 

an hour, winter and summer, night and day, week days 

and Sundays, with never a single omission, and with no 

appreciable diminution of force or quantity of water. To the Writer, Old Faithful is the greatest marvel in 

the park.  

   We had supper from the lunch boxes, and all enjoyed it, sitting about a big piece of tent cloth Will 

Husband had brought for the purpose. 

    After supper was disposed of we went to our lodging and changed from our traveling clothes to some-

thing more presentable, and went over to the community center where a program was given which was 

very good. Later we went over to where there was dancing, and the Stearns girls had several dances. In 

the meantime, Will and some of the children had gone up to the garbage dump to see the bears. They 

were rewarded, I believe, with the sight of three, but the odor (not to say stench!) was such that they did 

not linger long. In the meantime, we saw Old Faithful play two or three times, once from a distance with 

a spotlight on it. We walked over to Old Faithful Inn, the largest log building in the world, where we 

Morning Glory Pool, 1928 
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watched the dancers for awhile, and later some of the children went into the plunge. After a last sight of 

Old Faithful playing we went back to camp and to bed. Margaret was so anxious to see every eruption of 

Old Faithful that Percy suggested he get her a tent near by and let her camp right there. 

   The Husband portion of the party waxed hilarious and there was singing, laughing, etc. to be heard 

from their cottage until goodness knows what time. 

 

TUESDAY JULY 18, 1922 

   As soon as we were up and dressed we had breakfast at the Old Faithful camp dining room. Percy and 

Will tried to tell us that President Harding was there, that they had seen him, but they did not get very 

far with the tale, although there was a man there who looked a lot like his pictures. 

   After breakfast we walked about, saw Old 

Faithful play, and got several pictures of it. We 

visited Old Faithful Inn where we were im-

pressed with the way in which the frontier ide-

as of architecture had been carried out 

throughout the entire building, and still it was 

entirely modern in regard to comforts and con-

venience. 

...on each of the four sides, and a small fire-

place... 

The horses for the stair cases are logs, hewed 

out to...the smaller logs with one flat side 

which make the steps. 

   We spent some time very pleasantly in the 

curio shop, in the construction of which much 

use had been made of the peculiar enlarged growths on the "knotted pines".  

   When all were assembled and in the cars we drove along a side road in the direction from which we 

had come the evening before and leaving the car walked to Handkerchief Pool where Margaret and Eliz-

abeth each tested the story that a handkerchief will be sucked out of sight and reappear, and found it to 

be true.  Iron Creek, Rainbow Pool, and Sunset Lake are all shallow bodies of water, with peculiar min-

eral formations resembling moss in them highly colored by algae. Margaret picked up a few tiny pieces 

that had been broken off, and was taken to task by a ranger. He told her to put them back where she had 

gotten them. Percy gallantly trotted back with them and tossed them into the water. 

   Black Sand Spring is well-named and the Punch Bow also has an appropriate name, the punch being 

"hot stuff". Here we were joined by the Husband party and had a picture about the "flowing bowl". 

   We passed Daisy Geyser and the White Pyramid, and 

visited Morning Glory Pool again and looked down its 

throat of deep indigo blue. 

   Returning we drove through Old Faithful Camp and 

crossed the Firehole River, in which the Kepler Cascades 

are well worth seeing. The water tumbles and slides and 

falls over rocks for a distance of about 300 feet, making 

an aggregate fall of about 125 feet. 

   []...We took a short side trip to see the Lone Star Gey-

ser, which was just beginning to play when we arrived. 

Will Husband took John so close to it that a ranger 

warned him to get back further, but not before he had 

had his picture taken. This geyser as its names indicates, 

stands alone, the water issuing from a mound of white mineral build-up no doubt by the geyser in ages 

past, and some fifteen feet in height. 

Old Faithful Inn, 1928 

Handkerchief Pool, 1928 
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   About eight and one-half miles from Old Faithful we crossed the Continental Divide, and saw Isa 

Lake, the waters of which go part to the Pacific and part to the Atlantic Ocean. It was about here that we 

saw our first bear, and got two pictures of him. 

    On Corkscrew Hill there are many turns and the grade in places is steep, but the road was good and 

we had no difficulty at all. We passed Shoshone Point, from which there is a good view, and Shone 

Lake. Presently we crossed the Continental Divide again and reached West Thumb Ranger Station, 

which is situated on the west thumb of Yellowstone Lake, a most beautiful sheet of water, at an eleva-

tion of 7,741 ft. having a shore line of one hundred miles and an area of 139 sq. miles. 

   Our road took us along the shore of the lake for the most part for some distance, the day was pleasant 

and we enjoyed looking out over the won-

derful sheet of blue water surrounded by 

hills and mountains, covered with timber. 

After we had gone several miles Will re-

membered that he had been in error when 

he told us that there was nothing to see at 

the West Thumb, and there were Paint 

Pots and a boiling spring on the edge of 

the lake where fishermen in times past 

could catch a fish from the cold waters of 

the lake, and then without removing it 

from the hood, cook it in the boiling wa-

ters of the spring. We decided that we did 

not think it worthwhile to return to see 

these things, so continued on our way. 

   We had lunch under some trees beside 

the lake, and all did full justice to the eata-

bles. If people ate as much ordinarily as 

they do under such circumstances, most of us would eat ourselves to death, both physically and finan-

cially. 

   At Lake Camp we stopped for some time and took a boat ride on Yellowstone Lake. This was paid for 

our party by some money Carlos had given Margaret when she was starting on her trip, to be spent on a 

good time, and we all enjoyed it. The Husbands had one motor boat and we another. We went across to 

an island on which an old lake steamer was grounded, lying on the beach on its side--the O.C. Winters 

by name, built in the old stage coach days for carrying people across the lake and thus saving some time. 

It was built there on the lake, and when there was no further use for it, and its owner failed to get a fran-

chise to operate it, there was no way to take it elsewhere, so he anchored it out in the lake and one night 

in a storm it broke anchor and was washed ashore on the island. Our boatman told us that it represented 

a loss of some $80,000.00. The decks were at such an angle that it was very difficult to walk, so we all 

sat down so we could laugh at the members of the Husband party when they tried it. 

   On the return trip we had an excellent view of the Sleeping Giant, a fanciful figure in the mountains 

formed by several peaks of the Absaroka Range. 

   Leaving Lake Camp, we drove on a few miles, then stopped for Percy and Will to fish awhile in the 

Yellowstone River, not far from its outlet from Yellowstone Lake. This is said to be one of the finest 

trout fishing grounds to be found anywhere. The boys got a boat and went out; many fish were to be 

seen swimming about, and the ranger in charge of the boats to let, and other equipment, seemed to have 

no trouble catching them, but our fishermen were not very successful, as they only landed one. However, 

they "persuaded" the ranger to  []________ with some of his, and presently we were on our way again. 

   We stopped to see the Mud Volcano and the Dragon's Mouth, each well-described by its name. All 

about the former, are smaller pools, some no larger that a sauce pan, all bubbling "gullup" "gullup" with 

thick mud. The Dragon's Mouth vomits forth at short intervals muddy water, stones and debris. Both are 

Yellowstone Lake 
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interesting and unique, but no stretch of the imagination could call either beautiful. We drove through 

Hayden Valley and saw the Northern Pacific Railroad Monad trademark clearly outlined by Trout Creek 

in a grassy meadow. 

   Late in the afternoon we crossed Crittenden 

Bridge and arrived at Canyon Camp. The view up 

Yellowstone River from the bridge, with some 

mountains in the distance showing snow was 

beautiful, but the picture taken at the time does not 

do it justice. 

   We found that in order to cook our fish for sup-

per we would have to go back across the river to 

the auto camp ground, so back we went. Elizabeth 

cooked the fish, and presently we were ready to 

eat, and the supper we ate was such as kings might 

envy. I never tasted better fish any time, any-

where. It was wonderful, fried brown in butter--it 

melted away with astonishing rapidity. 

   After the things were cleared away and the lunch 

box packed, we went to see the Upper Falls, falling snowy white over the precipice. Then we returned to 

Grand Canyon Camp where we had a cottage for the night. We were unable to divide the party the same 

as on previous nights, and Margaret and Helen had to have a bed in the same cottage as the Husbands 

instead of with their own party, but it was not long until everyone was sound asleep. 

 

WEDNESDAY, JULY 19, 1923 

   After breakfast at Grand Canyon Camp it was "all aboard" for Artist's Point. It was a beautiful morn-

ing, and we drove along the side of Grand Canyon, with its wonderfully-colored sides to be seen below 

us, and Great Falls where the green ribbon of river turned to a snowy mass tumbling over the ledge for 

its drop of 308 ft. 

   Presently we saw some cars parked ahead of us and a number of 

tourists out making friends with a mother bear and her cub and pho-

tographing them. We followed the example, and found Mrs. Bear not 

at all averse to our advances. We got several pictures, some including 

members of our party, one of Helen feeding the mother. 

   Will Husband had parked his car hastily, and a cry of distress from 

Eva called attention to the fact that the brake was not holding and the 

car was moving. Will rushed over and set the emergency, and all was 

safe again, but for a brief moment we held our breaths; for, the car 

was sitting on a downward slope with the yawning canyon directly in 

front of it. Later we saw a mother bear with twin cubs, but did not 

stop. 

   At Artist's Point we all left the cars again and enjoyed the won-

drous panorama of color spread out before us. The colors ranged 

from creamy white, through all shades of tan, brown, and red to 

black with here and there clumps of trees or shrubs adding greens of 

various shades. It is a sight to thrill and yet awe one--the power, the 

majesty, the grandeur, the beauty--are beyond expression. 

   Returning through Canyon Camp, we again crossed the Crittenden 

Bridge and drove along the other side of the canyon. Near the Great 

Fall we left the cars and descended a long flight of steps to the brink 

of the fall, where we spent some time enjoying the beauty of the falls 

Crittenden Bridge 

Upper Falls of the Yellowstone 
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and the canyon. 

   We had some discussion as to the number of steps and finally decided that there were 1,000 in the 

round trip--100 down and 900 up. Donald, with his grasshopper type of architecture, got along better 

than anyone else. 

   We stopped at Point Lookout, and Grand View, points of vantage from which different views of the 

canyon are to be had. 

   At Inspiration Point we had our last view of this marvel of nature and time. This is said to be the best 

point from which to get an idea of the immensity of the canyon. At one of the observation places a gen-

tleman lent us a pair of field glasses, German lenses he told us they were, and with them we could see an 

osprey sitting on her nest on a point of rock far away on the side of the canyon. 

   From Inspiration Point, we drove back to Canyon Motel, where we bade goodby to the Husband party 

who were going out via the Cody, Wyo. entrance, and we took the cut-off road to Norris Junction, a dis-

tance of 11 miles. There was not much of especial interest to be seen, although the scenery was interest-

ing and the drive very enjoyable. We passed a body of timber where there were many trees having the 

peculiar excrescences used in the ornamentation of the curio store at Old Faithful, and ceased to wonder 

how and where so many could nave been collected. 

   From Norris Junction to Madison Junction we traversed a road we have gone over before but there was 

much of interest to be seen and we enjoyed it all over again. At Madison Junction the Firehole River and 

the Gibbon River join and form the Madison River, which we followed almost all the way to West Yel-

lowstone. We passed Mt. Haynes and Purple Mountain, both across the Madison River from us, and later 

the Gallatin Range off to the right. 

   We stopped for awhile for Percy to fish, and had our lunch from the box, beside the road. Truth com-

pels to to state that we did not have any fish for lunch. 

   During the morning Percy had found a coat lying in the road and a short time later picked up a cap. 

The pockets of the coat contained nothing of value, but there were papers and letters indicating the own-

ership. We left it at the West Yellowstone Ranger Station as were leaving the park. 

   We drove through West Yellowstone which seems to be quite a thriving little town, and took a road 

which led us through timber for quite a distance, coming out later into open country. 

   Elizabeth had been studying a map, the position of the sun, etc. and presently raised the question as to 

whether or not we were on the right road. On inquiry of a passerby, we found that we were on the wrong 

road so turned about and retraced our way for some distance, but did not have to go all the way back to 

West Yellowstone. We traversed a thinly settled country over a winding road for some distance, with 

mountains on one side or the other, and sometimes both (the Beaverhead Mountains, I believe). 

   Presently--BANG--a blowout!! With the spare tire in place we went on, and ere long passed a wrecked 

Ford; an axle was badly bent, and the spokes torn out of the wheel and scattered for some distance back 

up the hill. Apparently no one had been hurt, which seemed remarkable as it was a bad hill. 

   In due course of time we crossed the Madison River and struck the Vigilante Trail, marked by a circle 

with blue, white and red banks, the central white one bearing the numbers 3--7--77, which is said to be 

the old Vigilante warning, being the dimensions of a grave--3 ft. by 7 ft. and 77 in. deep. 

   We traveled for some distance through a wider valley, with some irrigation farming, and considerable 

sheep-raising in evidence. We passed through Jeffers, a clean, attractive little town, crossed the Madison 

River and passed through Ennis, another of the same type. 

    Crossing the Tobacco Root Mountains, the engine became very hot, and Percy had to go half a mile 

for water to cool it. The same thing happened when we reached Virginia Hill, which is 13 miles long--8 

miles up and 5 miles down into Virginia City. At Virginia City we registered at the old hotel, bearing 

many signs of its palmier days, and secured rooms across the street. Then (it must have been eight 

o'clock) we did full justice to the supper they served us and shortly afterward went to bed. Virginia City 

is the oldest town in Montana, and was the first territorial capital. Rich gold discoveries there in the 60's 

made it a boom town, at one time having a population of about 14,000 people. Now it is a place of a few 

hundreds, with many vacant buildings falling into decay. There are many interesting stories told of for-
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tune made and lost, of road agents and robberies, and of forming of the Vigilantes, an early organization, 

which was instrumental in bringing law and order into Montana. 

 

JULY 20, 1923 THURSDAY   

   Immediately after breakfast we went for a sight-seeing walk. We visited Boomer (Bummer) Dan's bar, 

from which, we were told, $5,000,000.00 in gold was taken, but despite this Boomer Dan died penniless. 

   We walked up to Boot Hill Cemetery, so named because no one is buried there who did not die with 

his boots on. Here are the graves of a number of road agents, in one place, five in a row who were 

hanged the same day. Returning to the town, we were shown the building, how used as an office for the 

water and light company, from whose rafters, while it was in process of construction, the rive road 

agents were hanged, January 14, 1863. We visited a museum, free to the public, in which we found a 

large number of interesting articles, saw the Masonic Building, the home of one of the oldest lodges in 

the state, and the handsome modern Thompson-Hickman Memorial Building, which is to be used as a 

library and museum. 

   On the road again, we made our way over Virginia Hill without mishap and returned to Ennis over the 

road we had traversed the evening before. We noticed a unique fence of elk horns intertwined, with a 

pair on the top of each post. We crossed over some high hills between the Tobacco Root and the Madi-

son Mountains, crossed the Madison River and for a time drove through a very rough, rugged and rocky 

country, for some miles along the river. Later, the country became more rolling, and we began to see 

fields of wheat. 

   The weather had been threatening all morning with a little rain, and now it began to rain in earnest. 

The car skidded and slipped, so we drove into the driveway of an elevator to put on the chains. On our 

way again, we drove toward Bozeman, through a beautiful country with many wonderful fields of wheat. 

   Despite the chains, the car continued to slip and slide, and finally stopped altogether and refused to 

proceed. Percy walked to a farmhouse, and later got a ride into Bozeman, and the rest of us stayed with 

the car. Elizabeth and Donald went over to a granary nearby and came back with some dry straw and a 

few little pieces of boards, and we made a fire and cooked some bacon and eggs beside the road, and 

these together with various other things from the lunch box made us a good lunch. We were fortunate 

that the rain slacked until we had our lunch prepared. We got water to drink by catching the rain as it 

dripped and ran off the top of the car. During the afternoon we talked, played games, read, and Margaret 

crocheted a little. Finally, toward evening, Percy returned with a garage man and a service car. The men 

got to work immediately, and it was not long until we were going again, and got into Bozeman about 

seven o'clock. 

   At Bozeman, were to a hotel where we removed the marks of our day's experiences as well as we 

could. Percy left the car at the garage, and we went to a restaurant where we did full justice to the dinner 

they served us, after which we walked about the town a little, and then went to the hotel for a good 

night's rest. 

 

JULY 21, 1923 FRIDAY 

   Percy spent the morning at the garage working with a mechanic on the car, and the rest of the party 

spent the time shopping and looking about.  We got some things for a lunch and went to the garage a 

little after twelve, and at 2:30 we were on our way again. We had lunch en route, on the move, and kept 

going steadily all afternoon. The rain had stopped the evening before, and the roads had dried surprising-

ly, so we got along very well. 

   The country about Bozeman is an excellent farming district, and we saw many fine fields of grain and 

much nice stock as we drove along. They are able to raise some fruit in the vicinity, also. 

   From Livingston home, we traveled over the same road we had followed the Sunday before when we 

started out, and arrived home about eight o'clock. Dorothy and Kenneth were delighted to see us, as was 

Fielding after he had delivered a special "address welcome". It was a wonderful trip--never to be forgot-

ten. 
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[Dorothy, Kenneth, and Fielding were the other three Thomson children, who had stayed home in Har-

lowton as they were too young for the trip.] 
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NOTE:  The 1920s postcards shown in this article are from the Official Website of Yellowstone Na-

tional Park, Yellowstone Photo Collection, Historic Postcards https://www.nps.gov/features/yell/

slidefile/history/postcards/ 
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CHRISTENOT GOLD MILL 
 

   My great grandfather, Charles Christenot and his second wife, Martha Craig Wilton and her 

daughter Alice, arrived in Union City, which is south of Virginia City in Spring Gulch in Octo-

ber of 1866. They had travelled the Overland and Bozeman trails in a 52-wagon wagon train.  

The wagons were carrying chilian roller machinery for the gold ore processing mill at Union 

City. The ore was mined from the Oro Cache mine. Shares of the mine were jointly owned by 

Nelson Story and Benjamin “Frank” Christenot, Charles’ brother. 

 

   In the spring of 1866, Frank Christenot travelled to Philadelphia to obtain capital to expand 

his mining business.  According to documentation on a photo of Frank Christenot in a Story 

Family album, Nelson told his son: 

 

“Frank Christenot filled a hand grip with gold ore, took to Philadelphia…..and raised 

$75 million among total strangers on his word and ore samples…..” 

 

   Frank also held title to 87 mining properties in Alder Gulch when he went to Philadelphia. 

  

  The wagon train left Nebraska City, Nebraska in June 1866 and arrived in Fort Laramie Wyo-

ming August 4.  The trip was not an easy one as the wagons with the machinery were top heavy 

and often tipped over. The train was joined by other wagons at Fort Laramie. There were 100 

wagons when they left for the Bozeman Trail and this train was one of the last immigrant trains 

over the Bozeman Trail because of the attacks by Indians. 

 

   The chilian rollers crushed the ore which was then run through barrel amalgamators contain-

ing mercury to extract the gold. The mill was a very large stone building consisting of a process 

room, boiler room, an office, vault and a second story that was the living quarters for the mill-

wright and his family.  

 

   The peak years of operation were 1867-1868.  After that the ore started petering out and the 

mill failed.  It was sold at a sheriff’s sale to satisfy promissory notes and mechanics liens. 

 

   Notable figures of the era to visit Union City were General Thomas Meagher, Col. W.F. 

Sanders, who was instrumental in the formation of early Montana government, and Nelson Sto-

ry. 

 

   After the milled failed, Charles (who was a Civil War veteran who survived the Battle of At-

lanta) and his family moved to the Upper Ruby Valley near the town of Puller Hot Springs.  At 

Great Falls Genealogy Society member Cande Recke’s family are long time residents of Mon-

tana. Here is part of their story. 
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 one time he was Constable of Puller Hot Springs. 

 

   Currently the Christenot mill is on Bureau of Land Management property. The structure is 

being stabilized and preserved cooperatively by the Christenot Mill Preservation Association 

(consisting of family and friends) and the BLM. The mill is now on the National Historic Reg-

istry.  There are several stories and photos on the web, just google “Christenot mill”. 

 

          -Cande Recke 

W. H. George Undertaker & Embalmer, Great Falls, MT, circa 1905 

displaying his best hearse and team.
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