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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

This one-story jail was built of native stone to serve a small coal mining town. The buildi 
measures 28' 4" by 30' 4". The exterior walls are of buff colored sandstone laid up in a 
random ashlar pattern. The stones on the front (west) facade are larger than those of the 
side and rear walls. The exterior walls are over a foot thick. The window sills and 
lintels are rough faced dressed stones, as is the lintel of the single centrally located doc

The roof is built of rough sawn 2 by 8's. These are standing on edge and nailed together 
to form a solid roof. The roof is a slightly pitched shed roof with a built-up roof 
covering.

The front facade has two tall rectangular barred windows, one on each side of the single 
doorway. There are no openings on the sides of the building. The three cell windows on 
the rear wall are horizontal rectangular barred units and are set high up on the wall near 
the roof.

The interior layout has a large office on the front of the building running its full width. 
This room is 15' 6" in depth. Three cells occupy the rest of the building with the cell 
doors opening off of the office. The wall between the office and the cells and the walls 
dividing the cells are built of rough sawn 2 x 8's laid up flatwise forming solid 8" walls. 
On the office side, the solid wall is plastered down to a board and bead wainscot. The 
exterior walls of the office are plastered over the random ashlar stones and the ceiling 
is whitewashed,. The cell walls are whitewashed, as are the cell ceilings.

The cell doors are of more than passing interest. Built of steel straps in a grid pattern, 
the openings between the straps are about 2-1/2", too small for a person to put his hand 
through. In the center of each door there is a food slot or passage way. The office side 
of the cell doors have ornate wooden trim.

The floor is of T & G fir boards over floor joists. The joists are. located, near the ground. 
The office floor has suffered the most over the years due to this; it is rotted to the point 
that there is little left of the floor. _ -

The solidly built building survived a disasterous fire started by a train wreck that oc­ 
curred about a block south. Two nearby buildings were destroyed, but two feet of snow on 
the jail roof protected it. Local plans are to restore the jail and make it into a museum. 
The building stands adjacent to one of the two access roads into the town of Belt from 
U. S. Highway 89 which links Great Falls with Lewis-town in central Montana.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
CRITERION A

The town of Belt and the valley in which it is situated take their name from nearby Belt 
Butte, so designated by Lewis and Clark for the girdle of rocks around the butte, resemb­ 
ling a belt. The first settler of the town was John K. Castner who had come to Montana 
from the Pennsylvania Coal Country in 1867. He was a hunter, trapper and freighter during 
his first decade in Montana.

In 1877, a demand developed in Fort Benton for coal. Castner, who had recognized the coal 
formations in the Belt Valley from his youth in Pennsylvania, staked some claiins and began 
to haul coal from there to Fort Benton. He and his wife built the first log cabin in Belt 
and later enlarged it to become the town's first hotel. They opened a store and Castner 
and a partner founded the Castner Coal Company. By 1880 the population of the little com­ 
munity was 30 and growing.

The big boom for Belt did not come for another ten years, however. In 1889, the Boston and 
Montana Consolidated Copper and Silver Mining Company selected Qreat Falls as the site for 
a new reduction works, in part because of the proximity of the Belt coal fields. Castner 
soon sold his mining claims to the Anaconda Copper Mining Company which had absorbed the 
Boston and Montana. A thousand men employed by A.C.M. provided the reduction works by 
1500-2500 tons of coal per day and 100-150 tons of coke. By 1900, Belt was the second 
largest town in Cascade County, with a population of 2,858. Most of the new settlers were 
miners, many iitmigrants — Frenchmen, Finns, Slavs, Germans and Swedes. As the newcomers 
arrived, they settled in their own parts of town and even today one part of Belt is known 
as "Slav Town" and another as "French Coulee." Belt incorporated in 1907 and John Castner 
became its first mayor.

Although coal was the incentive for growth of the town, agriculture gradually increased 
in importance and by 1910 equalled coal mining in economic value. Winter wheat, oats, flax 
and alfalfa became major crops, and the dairy industry developed rapidly as well. As coal 
mining decreased in inportance more and more of the miners turned to farming. In 1915 
the A.C.M. No. 1 mine was destroyed by fire, as well as the tipple, machine shop and other 
shops, then in 1930, the smelters began to use natural gas. The population of the town 
dropped to about 800, where it remains today.

The date of construction of the Belt Jail is not accurately known. Some humorist has 
nailed a sign to the door saying, "Holiday Inn, Belt, Montana. Free Room - Board, 1887" 
A newspaper article in 1970, dates the building from 1896. Considering the history of 
development of the town, the latter date seems more credible. From the middle of the 1890's 
Belt was a boom town. Churches were established, stores opened, houses were built—and 
thirty-two saloons flourished.

(continued)
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This little building, remnant of the early days of Belt and the coal mining era of Msntana, 
has survived several disasters as well as the ravages of time. Belt was hit by major floods 
in 1909 and in 1953, but the closest call for the jail occurred November 26, 1976. Burling­ 
ton Northern freight cars de-railed and crashed into gasoline and propane tanks beside the 
Farmers Union Oil Co. building, setting off a series of explosions. Five homes, a lumber 
yard, the Farmers Union Supply Store (originally the A.C.M. Co. store), and the office of 
the town's weekly newspaper were burned to the ground. The jail was in the path of the fire 
but it's stone walls and a thick layer of snow on it's roof saved it from burning.

The people of Belt want to convert the jail into a museum to house artifacts of the town's 
history. It is a fitting memorial to a colorful era.


