GRANT-KOHRS RANCH

FOUR RANCHERS

Four
Ranchers

From 1857, when the first cattle were brought into the Deer Lodge Valley until 1972 when GrantKohrs Ranch became a National Historic Site, four men guided its destiny. Others played roles,
but in the final analysis, this particular ranch is the story of John F. Grant, Conrad Kohrs, John
Bielenberg and Conrad K. Warren.

"I always minded my own business, treated
everybody alike rich or poor, white or black and
after I became rich an Indian was just as
welcome to my house as a white man"
Johnny Grant

JOHN FRANCIS GRANT
1831-1907
Born at Fort Edmonton, Alberta, Canada
in I83I, "Johnny" Grant was the son of a
Hudson's Bay Company employee. His mother
died when he was three and he was taken to
Three Rivers, Quebec, where he, his sister and
two brothers were raised by his maternal
grandmother while his father worked at posts
throughout the Northwest.

At seventeen, he joined his father at
Fort Hall, Idaho Territory. Many "forts" of the
West were fortified trading posts rather than
military posts, and such was the case with Fort
Hall.
The fur trade was Johnny Grant's
heritage, but it was not his future. That trade
was drawing to a close even as the westward
migration to California and Oregon began.

Traders increasingly turned to the immigrants
for trade, and young Johnny was among them.
He left his father's household in 1850 and
settled nearby, marrying a woman of the
Shoshone.
His
complex
family
eventually
numbered twenty-one children by seven
mothers. He established alliances with Indians
of the Northwest by marrying women from
different tribes. He kept his large family close
throughout his long life and adopted other
abused and abandoned children he encountered
in his travels.
In the I850's a new system of trade
evolved. Immigrants arrived in Southern Idaho
w i t h cattle and horses which were too footsore
and weary for the difficult trail west.
The
traders could generally exchange one fit animal
for t w o trail-weary ones. Through the ensuing
fall, winter and spring, the stock recovered as
they fed on the lush grasses of Idaho and SW
Montana. Then they were driven back south to
be profitably traded with the next year's stream
of immigrants. Johnny was among the earliest
to be involved in this trade.

Having successfully wintered stock in
the Deer Lodge Valley in 1857, Johnny returned
there in 1859 and built a home. Hundreds of
head of his cattle and horses ranged the valley.
Until the area's population boomed during the
gold rush of the I860's, he found a market for
his stock in the gold fields of Idaho and
California.

He persuaded others, mostly traders, to
settle near him, and they founded the t o w n
n o w known as Deer Lodge. The community
was originally called Spanish Fork. Mexican
traders numbered among its earliest residents,
along w i t h French Canadian metis (mixed
blood) families.
In 1862, Grant began building the large
house which is now at the core of Grant-Kohrs
Ranch NHS. He lived there with his Bannock
Indian wife, Quarra. He wrote with pride of her
many accomplishments:
She spoke French,
English and several Indian languages, made
"very nice butter" and "could ride horses that
many could not."
Part of his new house was a trading
post, but even as he was building it, the
character of the territory was changing forever.
Gold strikes in Bannack, Virginia City, Last
Chance Gulch and other areas brought a flood
of miners into the Territory, along w i t h the
dubious benefits of civilization. A t first he tried
to accommodate this new population, operating
at various times a livery stable, a saloon,
blacksmith shop, sawmill, flour mill and other
businesses, but with limited success. Once
steamboats were able to bring goods from
Saint Louis, Missouri, to Fort Benton, Montana,
(1864) he ran 28 freight wagons between the
steamship terminus and Deer Lodge.
Educated in French, Grant often found
himself at a disadvantage in a community
where business contracts were written in

English - not always by honest men. Road
agents threatened his life and taxes were levied
by the new authorities. Racial prejudice not
evident in the traders' community became a
factor.
A t last, Grant decided to return to
Canada, as did most of the other FrenchCanadians in the valley. He sold his ranch to
Conrad Kohrs in 1866 and left his family in the
valley for several months while he searched for
a new place to settle. Choosing the Carmen,
Manitoba area, he returned to Deer Lodge to
find that Quarra had died some weeks before
of tuberculosis. Gathering up his remaining
family, he left with a party of 200 metis. The
fur trade era was over and the gold rush was in
full s w i n g , but before he left, Grant had
established a livestock industry in the valley.
In the long run, it would outlast both mining
and trade.
After nearly t w e n t y years in the
Carmen area of the Red River country, Grant
moved again, returning to the Edmonton area
of Alberta. He died there in 1907, within sight
of the Hudson's Bay post where he had been
born, 76 years earlier.

CONRAD KOHRS
1835-1920
Carsten Conrad Kohrs was born in
Wewelsfleth, a fishing t o w n in the province of
Holstein, at that time a possession of Denmark.
It became part of Germany, and Kohrs
considered himself German.
At fifteen, he went to sea as a cabin
boy and for the next seventeen years led a
varied life. His work at sea took him to Brazil,
Cuba and islands off the coast of Africa. He
learned something of the butcher trade working
occasionally for relatives in New York and
Iowa. His travels found him selling sausages in
New Orleans, Louisana, running logs d o w n the
Mississippi and working in a distillery.
He
became a U.S. citizen in I857.
The lure of gold drew him to California,
to the Frazer River country of Canada and
finally to the Montana Territory in I862.
He found gold, not only in the mines,
but in his gold camp butcher shops and
eventually in a cattle empire which grazed
cattle in four states and t w o Canadian
provinces. His empire was built on a solid

"The range cattle industry
has seen its
inception,
zenith, and partial extinction
ail
within a half-century.
The changes of the past
have been many; those of the future may be of
more revolutionary
character. "
Conrad Kohrs

foundation, beginning with the home ranch
purchased from Johnny Grant in I866. Initially,
he only needed a place to keep the cattle
which supplied beef to his shops. In time, he
shipped 10,000 head of cattle per year to the
Union Stock Yards in Chicago.

In 1868 he married Augusta Kohrs, and
the beautifully furnished ranch house is her
legacy to Grant-Kohrs Ranch.

Montana's cattle industry began in its
sheltered western valleys, but it was in the
plains east of the Continental Divide that the
vast operations of the 19th Century cattle
barons reached their greatest scope.
This was range once grazed by millions
of bison, but by the I870's, bison were close to
extinction and the "white man's buffalo"
moved onto the plains where they grazed free
on public lands. Kohrs' cattle were among
them.
Cattlemen who plunged into this
seeming get-rich-quick scheme received a sharp
lesson in the Hard Winter of 1886-87. In just a
f e w short years the range had become
overstocked and overgrazed.
Drought and
wildfires further depleted the range and an
unusually hard winter caused staggering losses.

For many cattlemen, this was the end
of their dream. For Conrad Kohrs and his halfbrother John Bielenberg, it was a sign that the
old ways had to change. They were willing to
make the gradual change to fenced range,
summer haying and winter feeding.
By the
turn of the century, the "open range" system
of raising cattle was almost done but the Kohrs
& Bielenberg operation was still going strong.
Only advancing age, increased homesteading
on former cattle ranges, ample income from
other businesses and the death of Kohrs' only
son, William, in 1901, combined to cause Kohrs
& Bielenberg to gradually withdraw from the
cattle business. It was no sudden sellout. In
fact, 1909 marked one of their biggest years,
w i t h cattle sales exceeding $ 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 .
By 1918, however, all their range cattle
were sold and the operation was limited to a
f e w hundred acres at the home ranch, where
Shorthorn and Hereford cattle were still raised
for sale as breeding stock.
Kohrs died in 1920, at the age of 8 5 .
He had seen the cattle industry evolve from the
days of the mountain men through the
freewheeling open range and into a more
contained, more scientific era. Besides his role
as a rancher, he played a significant part in
Montana's history as a Territorial and State
Senator and guided the developing cattle
industry
as a leader of the
Montana
Stockgrower's
Association.
His mining
interests, while not on the scale of those of
Montana's copper kings, were significant, and
his investments in banking, real estate, water
rights and other businesses were substantial.

"Any man who would lie, cheat or steal,
a man. "
Johney Bielenberg

JOHN BIELENBERG
1846-1922
John (Johney) Bielenberg, Conrad Kohrs'
younger half-brother, was born in Holstein,
Germany, in 1846. With many others of his
family, he emigrated to America in the I840's.
He was eighteen when he came to Montana in
1864 to assist Kohrs w i t h his gold camp
butcher shops.
It was the beginning of a
partnership which lasted for over half a century
and included a vast cattle empire, highly
productive mining ventures, important horse
breeding programs and a common commitment
to public service.
Those w h o judge a book by the cover
might dismiss his contribution to the Kohrs &
Bielenberg operation, but Kohrs never did.
Johney had neither time nor patience for the
outer show of wealth. His dress was that of
an outdoor man w h o preferred comfort to style.
His contributions to the livestock
industry were many. Among them was his
development of the Big Circle horses. Breeding
thoroughbred studs to hardy native mares,
Bielenberg bred c o w ponies which could do a

isn't

t w e n t y mile circle in half a day during the
roundup. This was a huge territory to cover in
trailless, broken country, searching for cattle
that might be scattered over t w o million acres
within a single grazing district.
These
forerunners
of
today's
quarterhorses were in high demand throughout
the territory. Johney occasionally raced his
thoroughbreds against those of other prominent
breeders, including copper king Marcus Daly.
Kohrs and Bielenberg made copies of all
their outgoing correspondence. Though Kohrs
was popularly known as "the cattle baron",
nearly all the hundreds of letters about cattle
were written by Bielenberg. Hundreds more
letters, mostly about mining interests, were
written by Kohrs. The t w o men complemented
each other. Their mutual trust was implicit and
abiding.
In a letter written in 1900, Johney noted
that "Herefords are the coming breed for
M o n t a n a " . That this was true, and continued
to be true for over 7 0 years, is a measure of
his good judgement.

"With our heritage of grass and water, shade
and
shelter
being
among
the
richest
endowments
of all men, let us
therefore
preserve and keep it for ourselves and our heirs
so that it will forever endure and be a
continuing benefit to all mankind. "
Conrad Warren

Active in the Territorial and State
legislatures
as
well
as
the
Montana
Stockgrowers Association, and he contributed
generously to civic organizations, such as the
Women's Club and the Kohrs Library.
During the open range days, Kohrs &
Bielenberg ran a mainly steer operation, buying
t w o year old steers, grazing them on the open
range for a year or t w o and shipping them to
market as three and four year olds. When this
era ended, Johney oversaw the gradual change
to a cow/calf operation, with a breeding herd
providing new stock to replace cattle shipped
to Chicago.
With his death in 1922, the last tie to
the open range was cut and the ranch entered
the "caretaker era" - its glorious past ended
and its future uncertain.

CARETAKER ERA
1922-1932
During this period, one of Montana's most
famous ranches was in danger of being lost.
Its thousand acres were part of the Kohrs
Trust, in which various assets were managed
for the benefit of all the heirs. The land was
kept in good shape. It would have been bad
business to let the hayfields go to weeds or let
the irrigation system collapse.
Still, the
acreage associated w i t h the ranch was not
enough to permit profitable ranching.
Had it not been for Con Warren, a
grandson of Conrad Kohrs, this remnant of the
ranch might have been sold along with other
assets of the trust.

CONRAD KOHRS WARREN
1907 - 1993
Con Warren's father was a doctor, and
Con might have followed him into the medical
profession as did his older brother, but the pull
of the cattle business was too strong.
Against the advice of his family, which
believed
that
cattle
ranching
was
a
phenomenon of the past, young Con cowboyed
for the Dana Ranch in Wyoming in 1927, and
came to work at the Kohrs ranch as a hired
hand in 1929.
It was his great love of animals that put
him in the role of ranch manager. He rode in
one day to find that an old horse had fallen as
a shoer worked on it.
The foreman was
beating the animal with a whip. Con grabbed
the whip and knocked the foreman cold. His
satisfaction at being chosen by the Trust
officers to replace the foreman must have been
tempered by regret when the horse died of its
injuries, but the incident began half a century
of stock raising in which the welfare of his
animals was paramount.
He purchased the ranch plus the house
and its contents from the Trust in 1940. His
tenure was most notable for t w o things: His
commitment to the livestock industry and his
determination to preserve the buildings,
artifacts, records and lore of his grandfather
and great-uncle.

His management of the ranch began at
the worst of the drought and Depression which
plagued the United States in the 1930s. He
acquired additional acreage to provide summer
range for his growing herd of registered
Hereford cattle, while the irrigated pastures of
the home ranch were cropped of the hay which
would feed his stock through the winter. He
upgraded the livestock, raising registered
Belgian draft horses as well as Hereford cattle.
The advent of World War II caused a
shortage of team drivers and consequent
decline in the use of draft horses. In the midI 9 4 0 ' s , the Hereford industry was hit hard
when a strain of dwarfism appeared in the top
lines of the breed. Warren didn't escape this
crisis. T.T. Triumphant, a bull which he had
bought for a record $ 3 2 , 5 0 0 was found to
carry the dwarf gene.
Though Warren never achieved the kind
of financial success his grandfather and greatuncle had, his importance as a cattleman was
never questioned. He served as president of
both the Board of Livestock Commissioners and
the Montana Stockgrowers Association.

Among his industry responsibilities was
the establishment and authorization of livestock
auctions, which are managed in Montana as
public utilities and which are still one of the
cattlemen's most important marketing tools.
Warren's medical heritage from his
father came out as veterinary skill. Though he
lacked formal training, he was in demand
throughout the area to assist with calving
problems, vaccinations and other medical
emergencies.
He experimented with A . I .
(artificial insemination) in the breeding of draft
horses, believing that the technique could
reduce disease transmission. His theory was
borne out.

raise purebred Herefords even after selling the
core of the home ranch to the National Park
Service in 1972.
Throughout his career, he preserved the
Kohrs home ranch and each object and record
associated w i t h it, assisted by his w i f e , Nell
Warren. His o w n papers were as meticulously
maintained, providing historians with a nearly
unbroken record of the cattle industry for a
period of more than 120 years, and providing
visitors to the National Historic Site with a
virtual time machine which can carry them to
any point in Montana's cattle ranching past,
from the end of the fur trade through modern,
mechanized feedlot operations.

He ended his registered Hereford
breeding program in 1958, but continued to

Warren continued to live at the ranch
until his death in 1993 at the age of 8 5 .

Grant-Kohrs Ranch National Historic Site was
established in 19 72 to provide an understanding
of the frontier cattle era of the Nation's
history,
to preserve the Grant-Kohrs Ranch, and to
interpret
the nationally
significant
values
thereof for the benefit and inspiration of the
present and future
generations.

Altogether, the four principal figures in the history of Grant-Kohrs Ranch gave over 2 0 0 years
to the livestock industry. Hundreds of thousands of cattle were under their care, and thousands
of horses wore their brands. The men each participated fully in their community and had more
than a nodding acquaintance with political and financial leaders of their day.
In Grant-Kohrs Ranch, they left an extraordinary legacy which is now a public trust. The cattle
industry will continue to evolve and its future is difficult to predict, but its past is secure in the
stories of Grant, Kohrs, Bielenberg and Warren.

