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gC] Original Site

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

A sketch of the fort done in 1853 revealed a log__ sjtockacle con­ 
taining several buildings with several log buildings in the 
vicinity.of the fort.

Construction of the fort in its final form began in earnest in 
1857, with adobe bricks replacing the original logs. By 1860 
tHef root cellar was completed as was a well house; then the 
gates on the north and south sides of the fort were hung.

In the 1880s the construction of a highway into Stevensville 
destroyed the north wall and gate, and in 1889 a severe wind­ 
storm ripped off a roof and further damaged the buildings. In 
the early 1900s the bastions were removed and in 1912 the 
unoccupied west barracks were leveled.

Only the east wing of the fort remains today. This includes 
the previous living quarters, bedroom, office, and library 
of Major.Owen in addition to dormitory rooms. Areheolpgical 
investigations have exposed the foundations for the fort's 
walls and bastions.

As funds become available, state park authorities plan to 
reconstruct the bastions, the walls, the south gate, and 
the west barracks. A small museum is also planned.
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Fort Owen was the site of the first successful farming opera­ 
tion in Montana and probably in the Rocky Mountains. Father 
PierrejDe Smet and six companions came to the area in 1841 
and established St. Mary's Mission among the Flathead Indians. 
They brought along with them oxen, wagons, carts and plows. 
In the following year, the Jesuits planted a garden near the 
Mission which produced some vegetables and wheat. In 1846, 
St. Mary's Mission farm is reported to have produced 7,000 
bushels of wheat, between 4,000 and 5,000 bushels of potatoes, 
and various kinds of vegetables. The stock consisted of 40 
head of cattle, horses, and other animals.

This site appears to be Montana's oldest continuously occupied 
settlement. When Major (non-military title) John Owen arrived 
in the Bitterroot Valley in 1850, he_purchased the grounds and 
built an adobe trading fort. Tr_ade at the post, mostly with 
westbound immigrants, was threatened in the mid-1850s by con­ 
stant harassment from Blackfeet Indians, but flourished again 
when gold was discovered in the surrounding areas. The town of 
Stevensville grew around the fort and trading post, but was 
replaced as a center of commerce in 1865 by Hellgate (now 
Missoula).

At Fort Owen was the site of the first sawmill, flour mill, 
cattle herd, irrigation and public school in Montana.

Fort Owen became a state monument in 1956. Measured drawings, 
photographic coverage and historical and architectural evalu­ 
ations are recorded in the HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY.



Dunbar, Seymour and Phillips, Paul C., THE JOURNALS AND LETTERS 
OF MAJOR JOHN OWEN 

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 
Rolle, Andrew P., "Italians in the West", MONTANA MAGAZINE
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FORT OVJSK - A CIIROLOLOGY

Carling jHalouf and is/illiam Smurr 
Alontana State University

Fort Owen had its beginning in 1850 when the Jesuit missionaries 
at St. Mary's abandoned their project and sold the Mission property to 
John Ox-Jen. Briefly- the sequence of events in the construction and 
subsequent destruction of the fort was as follows:

1841

St. Mary's Mission vjas founded by Father Jean DeSmet on a clot 
of land now located about one-half *? mile vjest of the ruins of Fort 
Ov/en« .his location was a few hundred yards northeast of the present 
Bitterroot River overflow channel bridge on the road to stevensville. 
The original mission was constructed of cottoriwood logs and there are 
no longer any surface remains to identify its location. An old highway 
built into otevensville during the 1880' s cut through the graveyard 
T/hich one adjoined the old mission, thus revealing the grounds v.'liere 
the i.iission once stood, 'i.his old highway bed w,--s levelled in 1956 ,-md 
the remains of the mission probably lie buried beneath sone si.: feet of 
overburden. Besides the , ission there were snail flour cvnd snw jj.ills, 
r.nd a few cabins built i:o<vrby. Burn!, Creek v;hich flows into the 
Bitterroot iiiver from the e;-st. v;as diverted to provide a stream of 
w<-'ter for operating tlie r>Jills, for gardens and for domestic use* This 
stream still flows through the McKinley II: inch about sixty yards north 
of the remains of Fort Owen.

1850

The Jesuits decided to abandon Sb, Gary's Mission, and John 
Owen purchased the land and improvements for the sum of v250» The 
Bill of Sale, signed by Father Giorde, w;,s dated Movoi.iber 5 3 3.S50. 
Fort Owen, thus, became a trading establishment n:u,.od ;.fter its owner. 
Never did it serve as an official nilitary post.

Preparations began for tiie construction of the fort in its final 
fora- Work in earnest, however, did not begin until 1857. Major John 
uvcn (that w:-s his unofficial title) first constructed u Sijjll 
oalisaded fort which corit?jined two or three i: ternal buildir^s. 
Cabins, ?>.s well as the original mission property continued to be used. 
'The fort itself was constructed a few Luridrod yards east of the mission 
grounds whore the elevation is slightly higher, .'-.t least ?:rrt of the 
final adobe wall of the fort vu.s built alongside the earlier palis;:des, 
About eight years were reruired to complete the structure. Here are 
seme extracts from Owen's Journal relr-tir.g to the work on the fort:



(i-u.nct nation and ca ( italization retained as In the original journals,/.

April & 9 185 2 « "fencing adobe yard" 
/pril 20, 21, 1.8:2 "fixing ndobe yard"

Vhese references nre to the field where the adobe bricks v.'ere made. 
'_he yard was located just south of the present road to btevensville. 
On the side opposite from the remains of Fort Owen. Indeed, part of 
the road itself cro.';ses the yard. The adobe blocks were molded in 
viooden boxes, and t.ien they were sun dried and hauled to the site of 
tiie fort, References to the fort construction continue:

April 21, 18f-2 ''Building ..all" 
^pril 25, 18;2 "LuL'.ding wall and covering s!;od 

Eknnuel caking : dobes."

In tliis vein ma ly other radar's are enterod in the journals. In many 
cases it is pc-.siblc to mime the individuals vjho made tiie .-dobos, arid 
those who nlac 'd tiiern in the walls of the fort.

A savBiiiJl V..MS erected for the pur^ ose of making boards and roof 
tifibersc, L'^er ;.i grist mill n: s ;. Iso erected*

During the 1850* s there uere a fev; raids by blacicfoot Indians 
t.'ho sought to steal horses from the forto Besides some property loss 
Mid daiiu-i^s a few human lives v;ere lost. Evidently Jolin 0\jen used 
the grave/'ard at St. ^ary's for the disposition of the deado

1857

7,'ork on the fo.rt progressed in earnest beginning this year. 
of entries are thus:

mrie 2 9 1857 "coiinaericed l.'iying u/; the foundation."

June 6 5 1857 "''-he foundation about done except love ling."

June 17, 1057 ''laying up a.dobes Lomprey finished foundation 
for the oouth uest ' astion uliich I intend 
erecting 14 feet scuare out to out i;ith Uvo 

me a ten foot rooic ir,- the

sifiiil<-i r bastion uas built shortly c.'ften'j;.rds on the southeast corner 
jf the forto =il though Jolin Ouen intended similar structures on the 
northern corners of the fort they were never completed. Hoi;ever, on 
July 8, 1857, he reported, "ivorkirif today in digging trench Tor 
northern foundation again." The founc!;iti n was rar-de by digging a 
trench about three feet across and about 18 inches dee;:, .lien it vj.-s 
filled v.lth stones and sand, ndobe bricks v;ere L-hen 1, id on the stone 
foundations. I ossible the foundation o:: tended slightly «-:bo\re the 
^:rourid level in order to keep the uoisture absor'-ing a.dobe bricks from 
contacting tiie soil«
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1G60

Yhis year tho root collar w<-s completed. *.»r uiggins 
built ,•» well house, t\ flog staff was raised, find the gates on 
the south «tnd north sides of tho fort were hung. In earlier 
days the south side had the joain gate. ,,fter ^a,^or Uwen left 
the fort, however, the north gr-te became the nrin entranceway. 
In 1957 y party of archaeologists from «*ontana btate University 
found t\ no tal piece from this south main gate which revealed the 
manner in which the gate had been hung - a detail i.hich heretofore 
h,->d been lost in history,

1866

nter fra.i melting snow mn dov;n the slope on the north side 
of the fort and caused part of the will to collapse. In September 
of 1866 the VJ.M!! was repaired. i\n ice house v;ith a capacity of 
1600 cubic feet TOS completed. Sawdust froiu the sauuill provided 
its insulation. Unruestlonobly, ...ajor Ovien likod his "drJLn':s tf . 
I'resently, hoivevcr, ocholnrs do not 'rnoiv the location of this ice house, 
In fact, it is not even known whether it was outside or inside the 
fort i;alls.

186?

'ihis year a pump v.-ns installed in the vie 11. i ret uerit repairs 
\^re neccss^r^r during subsequent ;-e-irs. ihe pua»j v;hich am no\: be 
observed in the plaza of the fort was not installed m.til ,-ibout 1906.

i-ajor Uven suffered a laontal brer.'rdov/ri and \ir.s ta'*en to a 
hospital in Helena, or.tnn/:. In 1^77 he UMS trken to his rel.':tivos 
in c eiiTiS'-l'/rnia t'hore, in Io89 5 he diod» 3ince he ir-s in debt to 
I.. J. , cCor ,icl: the pro ort;- re/ rtcd to his ox;r;or: hip. vherorfter 
the buildings \.<-re occupied by e..»];loyees and renters and relatively 
little effort v;«-)S nade to ':eei: the buildii-^s in repair, ^r, 
ucCorr.iick himself \;as irilled, however, ulien he was blown off the roof 
of the west barracks during a violent windstorm wuicii ca,^e in frott 
the southviost,, He hod been standing on the roof while employees 
handed rocks up to horn in an effort to hold down the roof* n strong 
guct of vind hurled m:n> ond roof into the pl^za and here the timbers 
crushed hoia to dearth. Ihis v.'as also in Iti59 - the s.-rae ;,*oar that 
. a jor Owen d^ed e \'

1876

'•he walls of tho fort were repaired in haste this year by 
local fr.mers and ranchers who retired here in for.r of warring 
: cz icrce L'idians. "he colutin of Indians ;.«ctu;;ll;* passed uithin 
21 7r; -rris of the fort *;itli Chief Joser.h in the load c,-rryinc a white 
fl-^r- ' Ie l " s followed by w.-rriors, and tl.er, ca;:ie \.o...ot: ar.d children. 
bone Indians renjainGci briefly at the fort to purchase flour.



Sometimes after Mr. i^eOomie'c v;as '-illed tlio fort property \vas 
obtained ty* six. ay b< others who used it as u cattle r;»nch. Still later 
the property t/as leased, at least In pnrt, to Lr. :.oore and his family 
who occupied the east barracks. It is pritaarily for this reason the 
ti.e east barracks remains standing today ibr the_ unoccupied buildiiigs 
soon deteriorated wjd fell into decay. Earl^ in the 1900's, possibly 
befot* 1906, the bastions and the tuiin front gate i»ro gone. In 1912 

George ; .ar> then n yount, boy, was directed by his father to level
retained of the roof and wills of the tieet barracks, ur. kay 

§ny» that he used a team of horses and logging chains to pull dotm the 
mutlfie, and that the refuse TIPS pulled immrd, into the plaza. 
Vote pits here in 1957 revealed old timbers are still beneath the ground 
here*

1937

One acre of property surrounding Fort Owen was purchased by a 
fltioll croup of historic minded citizens for the purpose of establishing 
an historic site* ..none t is croup TWS Dr. Paul C. Phillips ?»rid 
r. Charlie Buck uho finally donated the land to the State of ^ontana 

for « State tlonuaent. During the 1930f s this stone group succeeded in 
roieinc enough money to p/irtially restore the enst barracks,

1956

Fort Ouen ws accepted by the State of aontana as a 5tnte Park. 
It is administrated by the Stnte Parks Division, a pfirt of the ^ontana

Connission. Strong local coordination is givon toward the ; roject 
various historical cind civic groups in the Bitterroot Valley.

1957

..rohaeologists from .* ontana Stnbe university, under Cnrling
, und historians under the direction of tfillL-un amrr commence 

studies of Fort Onen* The nrchneolo^ists excavated the exterior 
foundati ns of the fort to determine its extent and location. Such 
excnvation nre very necessary before nctual reconstructi m can cotnnenco. 
In 1953 similar work will be conducted to ascertain interior features, 
particularly room outlines and outbuildings. Hundreds of specimens 
in the 1957 excavations nre being prepur d for display in a future 
jsuseun in the fort.

Success of the program will defend entirely on the response of 
the *..ontcna State lacislnture, pnd on the ability of local drivas to 
obtain acic< unte funds for the restoration of Fort Owen. Tort U;en, 
it laust be remeiabered, is not only an historic site in its om richt, 
but it clso includes the grounds of the original ^t, Gary's mission - 
the first Indian mission in the fcorthviest.
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Form 10-301 UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
(Dec. 1968) NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC P! ACFS

N

(Type all entries - attach to or enclose with map) ENTRY NUMBER

7 -
Z h, NAME

COMMON: FOrt OWG TC\

AND/OR HISTORIC: Original "St. Mary' s~Missibn" (1841-1850) ; Fort Owen
^ ^ IIPIPIIlllp^ • 1850 on

STREET AND NUM BER:

T6N R20W, Section 22 (NW% of
CITY OR TOWN:

STATE: co

Montana 2f

SOURCE:

U.S.G.S. Hamilton, Montana;
SCALE: 1:250,000

DE COUNTY: ^ 1 CODE

i // . Ra^aait - 1 081
^W: : jfe^ : ' : ^'-^S^5:- r;: "r"::: • •:?^;'%;:;^;.- :i'3:'::-f -'''''^V1 - 1 ' : :; v :

Idafto NLli-e*0 ?*^ ^—— F —— ' •- S3, -/ ——————
DATE: 1964 Y°-; ~~ V

4Pii$if!pi^
TO BE INCLUDED ON ALL MAPS ^~~~-* —— ̂ -"

1. Property broundaries where required. 
2. North arrow. 
3. Latitude and longitude reference.
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