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Begun in 1892 on the plan of William H. Graves of Denver, who had been employed to prepare 
plans and estimates for several irrigation districts within the Crow Indian Reservation by 
the Office of Indian Affairs, the first section, the Agency Ditch, was bounded by the 
Little Big Horn River on the west and extended between Crow Agency and Custer. The ditch 
irrigated 35,000 acres. The irrigation district was completed in 1904 with the constructic 
of the Bighorn Ditch, which at the headgate originally allowed 720 cubic feet of water per 
second into the canal. Approximately forty feet wide and fifteen feet deep, the canal 
extends parallel to the river bank within a 416 diversion dam which angles approximately 
fifteen degrees into the river at the headgate. The thirty-five-foot wide headgate 
curtain wall, the wing wall at the end of the diversion dam, and approximately seventy 
feet of the flume wall below the headgate are constructed of local dressed limestone 
finely laid in random ashlar. This masonry structure is capped with large rounded edge 
limestone slabs which provide a walkway. Four semicircular buttresses extending into the 
river from the headgate curtain wall retain steel tracks and miscellaneous iron for manual 
regulation of five iron gates. Other mechanical remains are located inside the headgate 
at the flume wall, though their exact function has not been ascertained.

The only visible remains of the canal operation are the overgrown ditch extending for 
down the Big Horn River and out of the National Recreation Area. The headgate, located,, » ' 
one-quarter mile northwest of the headquarters area on the south side of the river at thfc ~ i 
mouth of Bighorn Canyon, is partially submerged by the varying water level of the river 
backed up behind Yellowtail Afterbay Dam. It is anticipated that the headgate structure 1 
may be partially restored, as repointing is necessary, and that it will continue to be i 
interpretated by the National Park Service. j
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Bighorn Ditch Headgate remains as a significant engineering monument to the Crow 
Indian Tribe in quickly adapting to an agrarian way of life on the reservation following 
the demise of the buffalo and nomadic migration. In 1885 the Crow Tribe was moved from 
the old Rosebud Agency to Crow Agency and immediately began tilling 165 approximately 
five-acre plots allotted to Indian families who tended grain and truck crops. Three years 
of crop failure, due to hail and drought, necessitated irrigation. By 1891 Reno Ditch, 
funded by the Tribe, was completed above Crow Agency from the Little Big Horn River and 
4,500 acres were watered. The expanded farming allowed the Tribe to supply the Quarter­ 
master of Fort Custer with hay and, after 1896, flour from the tribal grist mill. Though 
?the fort was closed in 1898, flour continued to be the mainstay being sold to regional 
£bnsumers. With the opening of the Bighorn Ditch and the tillage of additional allotted 
^acres, the Tribe reached an economic stability based on agriculture and cattle raising 
that permitted the Government to suspend the general issuance of rations, including beef. 
By 1905 the first Crow Industrial Fair displayed the fruits of the Tribe's toils.

Bighorn Ditch and the headgate stemmed from an agreement between the Office of Indian 
Affairs and the Crow Tribe. This agreement, incorporated into an article ratified by 
Congress on March 3, 1891, provided that the Crow Tribe cede part of their reservation 
and that funds be diverted to an irrigation system of dams, canals, ditches, and laterals 
in the Big. Horn, and Little Big Horn River valleys and the Pryor Creek valley as approved 
by the Secretary of the Interior.

The Office of Indian Affairs contracted with William Graves immediately to prepare the plan 
and estimates. By August 1892 fifty Indian laborers and their horse teams were at work. 
Graves observed "...they do as good work as white men and take pride in the doing of it." 
By the summer of 1893, 12,300 acres were irrigated and $47,000 had been expended towards 
wages, a boost to the Tribe's economy. $75,000, set aside for management and maintenance, 
was used to instruct the Indians on managing the irrigation system as well as for repairs 
to the pioneer irrigation project, Reno Ditch. By 1897, the district largely was completed 
by a large force of Indian laborers under the direction of Graves. However, not until the 
completion of the Bighorn Ditch were all Indian families provided an irrigated allotment. 
Finally completed in the autumn of 1904, the ditch provided an additional 35,000 irrigated 
acres. The project, while aiding the Crow economy, also provided instruction in construct^ 
techniques and induced the Tribe to breed better draft horses.

Irrigation experts from all over the west praised the Bighorn Ditch noting that it was 
"...one of the best and most substantial pieces of irrigation work in the United States.... 1 
The cost per acre of land irrigated also favorably compared with similar projects built 
for and by whites in Montana and Wyoming.
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