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Chapter 3

Coming to Montana
• Why did people move to Montana?

• How did they change the state? 

Today, most Montanans were born in the United States. It wasn’t 
always that way. In 1900, one in four Montanans was born outside 
the United States and over half had at least one foreign-born 
parent.

It is hard to decide to pull up roots and move to a new land. 

People came to Montana from all over the world after gold was discovered. This print shows a crowded street in 
Helena in 1874.

Activity idea: 
Supplement this  
unit with a hands-on  
history footlocker:  
“Coming to Montana:  
Immigrants from  
Around the World,”  
“The Chinese Experience 
in Montana,” “From 
Traps to Caps: The 
Montana Fur Trade,” 
“Gold, Silver, and 
Coal, Oh My!: Mining 
Montana’s Wealth,” 
“Tools of the Trade,” or 
“Woolies and Whinnies: 
The Sheep and Cattle 
Industry in Montana.” 
(See pp. 301 and 303 for 
order information).

Strategy: Project 
this picture and have 
students analyze it 
using Visual Thinking 
Strategies (see p. 300).

Unit 3: Annotated Student Text
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People needed good reasons—both to leave their homes and 
to go to a specific (exact) place. Historians call these reasons 
“push-pull factors.” Push factors include war or not being 
able to find a job. These bad things push people to leave their 
homes. Pull factors are the good things that attract people to 
move to a new place—like peace, jobs, and freedom.

Montana’s First Peoples

People have lived in the place we now know as Montana for 
at least 12,000 years. The pull factors that brought them here 

This painting, by Montana’s “Cowboy Artist” Charlie Russell, imagines successful hunters returning to camp 
on a cold winter day.

Teach Part 1: Should I 
Stay or Should I Go?  
(p. 112).

Teach the beginning of 
Part 2: Montana’s First 
Peoples (p. 119).
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included good hunting. Early residents (people who live in a 
place) of this region included the ancestors (family members 
who lived long ago) of several modern-day Montana tribes. 

When Europeans started settling the eastern United States, they 
pushed even more tribes from their homes. Some of those tribes, 
like the Sioux and Northern Cheyenne, came to Montana. 

Each tribe that came to Montana had (and still has) a fully 
developed culture (a shared system of behavior, attitudes, 
and understandings). They had (and have) distinct (separate) 
languages, clothing, celebrations, ceremonies, and family 
structures. The Indian tribes who still live in Montana include 
the Chippewa, Cree, Sioux, Salish, Pend d’Oreille, Kootenai, 
Blackfeet, Gros Ventre, Assiniboine, Northern Cheyenne, Crow, 
and Little Shell Chippewa.

The Fur Trade

French, Scottish, Irish, and English fur traders started coming to 
this area in the mid-1700s. They came looking for beaver furs. 
Beaver hats were so popular in Europe that there were almost 
no beavers left there, so fur traders moved to America. 

Like all newcomers to the country, the traders and trappers 

adapted (changed to fit new conditions) to the land and learned 

new ways of doing things from those people who were already 

Teach the lesson 
 “Who Are the Métis?” 
(from Part 2: Montana’s 
First Peoples p. 119).
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here. Indians and European-

American fur trappers and traders 

shared many survival techniques. 

Many trappers established 

very close relationships with 

Indian tribes, and many married 

Indian women. A new culture 

of people was created through 

intermarriages. They called (and still 

call) themselves the Métis, a French 

word meaning “mixed blood.” 

By the late 1830s, beaver hats were 
no longer in style. Fur companies 
began to want bison (buffalo) 
hides instead of beaver pelts 
(skins). They shipped the bison 
hides to the East Coast. There, the 
bison hides were made into heavy 
belts, which were used to run 
machines in factories. In 1860, 13 
million bison lived on the plains 
(flat land). By 1883, only around 200 
bison still survived. 

Some U.S. government leaders 

Métis men often wore capotes—coats made 
from thick, wool, Hudson’s Bay blankets—tied 
with a colorful handwoven sash. They wore 
colorful leggings and their moccasins often 
were beaded with elegant designs.

At one time, Montana was home to many more  
bison than people. Today, you can only see 
them at a few places like the Bison Range near 
Moiese. 

Did you know? Beaver 
hats didn’t look like fur 
“Daniel Boone” hats. 
They looked like top 
hats and were made by 
felting the underhairs  
of beaver pelts.

Tip: You can learn more 
about the fur trade by 
reading Chapter 5 of 
Montana: Stories of 
the Land.

Did you know? Many 
Montana Métis are 
members of the Little 
Shell Tribe of Chippewa 
Indians of Montana. 
After a 125-year fight, 
the tribe was recognized 
by the federal 
government in 2019.

https://mhs.mt.gov/education/Textbook/Chapter5/chapter5.pdf
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opposed the mass killing of bison. Others, like General Philip H. 
Sheridan, encouraged it. General Sheridan wanted Plains Indian 
tribes to give up their land and their traditional (old) ways of 
life. He knew how important bison were to Plains tribes. He also 
knew that without the bison, tribal members would be forced 
to find other ways to live. 

Mining

In 1862, prospectors (people 
looking for gold) found gold 
on Grasshopper Creek in 
southwest Montana. It wasn’t 
the first gold strike (discovery) 
in the region, but it was the 
biggest. Within weeks, four 
hundred people flocked to 
the creek, building the town 
of Bannack. The next year, 
prospectors found more gold 
in Alder Gulch. Thousands of 
people soon arrived to build 
the town of Virginia City. In 1864, there was another rich strike. 
This one created the town of Helena. Between 1862 and 1865, 
Montana mines produced more than $90 million worth of gold. 

Working together in 1871, these Chinese miners 
used a sluice box to help them separate gold from 
the dirt and rocks. 

Did you know? The 
Salish Indians played 
an important role in 
preserving the bison 
from extinction. Watch 
the 30-minute video,  
In the Spirit of Atatice, 
available online.

Teach Part 3, Lesson 1: 
Life on the Gold-Rush 
Frontier (p. 123).

Tip: Gain background 
on the gold rush by 
reading Chapter 6 of 
Montana: Stories of 
the Land.

https://csktribes.org/index.php/more/videos/in-the-spirit-of-atatice/in-the-spirit-of-atatice
https://mhs.mt.gov/education/Textbook/Chapter6/chapter6.pdf
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People came to Montana’s mining camps from all over the United 
States and the world. One push factor during the gold rush was 
the Civil War, which was fought between the North and South 
from 1861 to 1865 over slavery. Many people did not want to fight. 
Some of them fled to the Montana goldfields, far from the war. 

Other miners came to Montana from mining communities in 
California (gold had been discovered there in 1848). Still others 
came from Germany or Ireland. In addition, many Chinese came 
to the Montana gold frontier. Civil war and other problems in 
China provided the push factors. The discovery of gold provided 
the pull factor. 

Settlers Used the Land in a New Way

The gold camps didn’t just attract miners. Miners needed stores 
where they could buy supplies, and places to have fun. They 
needed restaurants, laundries, doctors, and barbershops. By 
the late 1870s, there were over five hundred towns in Montana 
Territory.

The gold rush changed the way people used land in Montana. 
Because Indian people did not build buildings, settlers thought 
the land was up for grabs. Towns, ranches, farms, and mines 
cut Indians off from their traditional hunting grounds, and the 
settlers’ horses and cattle ate the grass that bison depended on. 

Did you know? Most 
of Montana’s Chinese 
miners came from 
Kwantung Province in 
southwest China.

Background: 
Information on different 
ways settlers and tribes 
used and thought 
about land can be 
found in the discussion 
of EU 4 in Essential 
Understandings 
Regarding Montana 
Indians.

https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page Files/Indian Education/Indian Education 101/essentialunderstandings.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page Files/Indian Education/Indian Education 101/essentialunderstandings.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page Files/Indian Education/Indian Education 101/essentialunderstandings.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page Files/Indian Education/Indian Education 101/essentialunderstandings.pdf
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The World Needs Butte Copper 

Gold wasn’t Montana’s only valuable metal. Montana was 
also rich in silver and copper. Copper is used for telegraph, 
telephone, and electrical wires. Demand for copper grew in the 
1880s and 1890s as telephones became common and people 
began to use electricity to light their homes, schools, and 
businesses. Butte, Montana, had some of the richest copper 
mines in the world. Because of its mines, the city got the 
nickname the “Richest Hill on Earth.”

Underground mining was dirty, difficult, and dangerous work.

Teach Part 3, Lesson 2: 
No Smoking and Part 3, 
Lesson 3: Mining Today 
(pp. 130-35).
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Miners came from over thirty-five different countries to work 

in Butte’s mines. In 1910, one out of every three people living in 

Butte was born outside the United States. One in twelve was 

born in Ireland. 

Ranching

Montana’s rich grasslands made the state perfect for raising 
cattle and sheep. Mining towns created a local market for beef 
in the 1860s. In 1883, the Northern Pacific Railroad completed its 
transcontinental (all the way across the continent) line. After 
that, ranchers could easily ship their cattle to the East Coast, 
where people were hungry for beef. 

Sheepherders relied on their dogs to help them take care of their flocks. 

Teach Part 4: Ranching 
(p. 136).

Did you know? In 
Wyomng and other 
western states, sheep 
and cattle ranchers 
had armed conflict 
over grazing land. Such 
conflicts were much less 
common in Montana, 
where many ranchers 
raised both sheep and 
cattle.



M O N T A N A :  A  H I S T O R Y  O F  O U R  H O M E   1 0 9

Coming to Montana 31

Sheep ranchers came to Montana about the same time that 
cattle ranchers did. Many times, the same ranch raised both 
sheep and cattle. Both sheep and cattle ranchers relied on the 
free grass of the open range.

Logging

Montana has lots of trees. Trees are very important. They 
provide homes for animals and keep soil from washing into 
streams. They also provide wood for building (called timber or 
lumber). A quarter of Montana is forest.

In early Montana, there was a huge demand for lumber. 

It took a lot of work, manpower, and horsepower to fell (cut) trees and haul them out of the forest.

Teach Part 5: Logging 
(p. 145).

Tip: You can learn 
more about logging by 
reading Chapter 12 of 
Montana: Stories of 
the Land.

https://mhs.mt.gov/education/Textbook/Chapter12/chapter12.pdf


M O N T A N A :  A  H I S T O R Y  O F  O U R  H O M E   1 1 0

32 Montana: A History of Our Home

Railroads needed it to lay railroad tracks. Mines needed it to 
prevent cave-ins. Carpenters needed it to build barns, stores, 
and houses. 

All that building took a lot of trees. It also took a lot of people to 
cut down the trees, move the logs out of the forest, and then 
saw the logs into boards.

Shrinking Reservations

Miners and ranchers who came to Montana wanted to own 
land. Farmers and business owners also wanted land. The 
railroads needed land, too. However, Indian nations had lived in 
Montana for thousands of years. The tribes wanted to keep their 
land and resources (useful things) for their own people. 

The U.S. government supported the newcomers. To get land for 
them, they negotiated (discussed to come to an agreement) 
with the different Indian tribes to make treaties (agreements 
between nations). Sometimes the government took land away 
from the tribes without negotiating. Sometimes the two sides 
fought with one another over the land. 

Three of the seven Indian reservations in Montana today are 
lands that the tribes reserved (kept) for themselves during 
these negotiations. All of the reservations are much smaller 
than the tribes’ traditional homelands.

Teach Part 6: The 
Shrinking Reservation 
(p. 158).
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Fifty Years of Changes

Montana in 1900 was a very different place than it was in 1850. 

By 1900, Indian people could no longer rely on the buffalo 

for food. They also now lived on reservations that were much 

smaller than their traditional homelands. 

Mining, ranching, and logging attracted many new people to 

Montana. Only about 20,000 non-Indians lived in Montana in 

1870. Thirty years later, in 1900, that number was over 243,000. 

The newcomers brought new ways of thinking and doing 

things. They wanted 

Montana to become 

a state with its own 

government and elected 

officials. In 1889, Montana 

became the forty-first 

state in the United States. 

(Today there are fifty 

states.) 

The twentieth century 

would bring even more 

changes and even more 

people to Montana.

This banner, carried during the Spanish-American War, 
became the model for the Montana state flag. 

Strategy: Pair/share 
about perspective after 
reading: “How would 
you feel about these 
changes if you were 
a tribal member? A 
mine owner? An Irish 
immigrant?”

Teach Part 7: Wrap-up 
(p. 166).


