
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































Cor am Ranger Station, Flathead Nati onal For est . 1908 . 

Ranger Bob Snyder and fami ly at Gr aham Creek Ranger Station, 
Coeur d 'Alene National For est . About 1911. 



Ro Lo WOESNER 
(At present Chief Fire Warden· 
Potlatch Timber Protective Assn.) 

U. -So FOREST SERVI CE 

1909 to 1920 

By Ro L. Woesner 

May 2, 1944 

Though not being what might be termed a real old timer in the Forest 
Service, I was associated with some who were back as far as 1901 when 
I became acquainted with a few of the old time Rangers in the Flathead 
country. In those days the "Forest Reserves" as they were called, 
were administered by the Department of Interior. I recall when the 
old Lewis and Clark "Forest Reserve" took in all the territory now 
embraced in the Kootenai, Flathead, Lewis ~d .Clark, and I believe 
part of the Cabinet National Forest and Glacier National Park. The 
area north of the Great Northern Railroad was called the North Division 
and that south of the Great Northern was known as the South Division. 

This vast area was administered by a very few men. A ranger in those 
days usually had from a half million to a million acres of territory 
to cover, for which he·received a salary of about $60.00 per month for 
himself and the use of as many horses as was necessary for him to 
operate, which was usually not less ~han two, sometimes more. He also 
was required to furnish his own camp equipment, his own tools and build 
his own cabin if he had one. 

Expense accounts were unlmown in those days, and a Ranger usually 
carried subsistence supplies and camp outfit with hirn wherever he went. 
Most of the old time Rangers I knew were bachelors; however, I do 
recall having met a "squaw man" or two in the Forest Service. They 
were all good woodsmen and could, and did, usually, live under rather 
primitive ~ondi tions • They were usually very good judges of horse 
flesh, and could drive a sharp bargain in a horse trade. · 

Trails or roads were few and far between. What trails there were, were 
mostly just trapper blazes across country and the few roads existing 
then were barely passable by team and wagon. In case a ranger wanted 
a trail a:n:y place, it was up to him to cut it himself with his own 
tools. 

Long cross-country trips were often made through forested areas where 
there were no trails or roads with saddle and pack animals • We would 
probably hesitate some before starting out on those trips today, but 
it was all in the day's work to them. 

Each ranger usually did his own fire fighting, or as much of it as he 
could, alone. Occasionally he received help from a neighboring dis­
trict or the assistance of some trapper or settler who received no pay 
for his services. There were no "stand-by" crews then or emergency 
smoke chasers, or any smoke chasers at all. It was all up to the Ranger. 
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There were no telephone lines or other means of comm1.u1ication except 
by messenger on foot or horseback. This was so slow that by the time 
help arrived it was always too late. So the actual accomplishments in 
fire fighting in those days must be credited to the Ranger himseif. 

It was the custom of ea0h ranger to keep a diary as far back as I can· 
remember. I think these diaries would shed much light upon human 
behavior, human struggles and achievements of those days, and I quote 
a part of one ranger's diary I once read which was as fbllows: "Have 
been fighting fire up here above Lake McDonald two days now, with 
nothing t.o work with but my hands. Skinr.1.ed both of nw knees climbing 
up here over the rocks. Both of' my hands are burnt and skinned too. 
My God, how much longer can I stand it?" 

The next day rs entry- - "Got the fire under control. My knees have 
scabbed over and feel pretty good today, but nw hands are in a hell of 
a shape. Dammed if I'll ever fight fire with my bare hands again." 

My own expE:rience in the Forest Service was aft.er it was under the 
Department of Agricul tu.re and "modernized" to some extent. Al though 
there were still no telephone lines, there were a few more roads and 
trails, and the Forest Service built cabins for the rangers • That is, , 
the Forest Service furnished the material for construction and as there 
were more rangers then, they were allowed to "gang up" some on 
improvement projectso 

Salaries had also risen somewhat, as I started in with a salary of 
$75000 per month and only had to.furnish two horses of my own as the 
station in the District I was assigned to was only 30 miles from the 
Post Office. I only had 60 miles to go for supplies.· The district I 
had was a small one, only about 250,000 acres. I was all alone in 
this district and had no way of connnunicating with the supervisor's 
office except by mail through an isolated post office 30 miles away 
that received and .sent out mail twice a week. 

My first wiriter assignment ~as on a timber sale in what is now Glacier 
National Park. There was a ranger who was on furlough throughout the 
winter staying at the station here and I batched with him during nw 
assignment on this sctle o Generally ~peaking, we got along fine. There 
was some difference, however, in our ideas on the handling of the sour­
dough jar. He didn't believe it should ever be cleaned out. He said 
the i•green" that formed around the edges wouldn't hurt anyone. He 
also objected to dumping out the tea grounds because it took too much 
tea for the next brew if there were no old grounds to start with, and 
I was advised not to wash the frying pans as washing wore them out. 
He said he had used them for twenty years without washing them. I had 
no reason to doubt this statement. 

This was in a deep snoy ·count'ry where the wind blew a lot, and when we 
left the cabin we always set up a pole in order to be sure to find it 
when we returned, as we often'had to dig down in the snow to find the 
cabin when we had been away a:n:y length of time. 

The year 1910 was a bad fire season. There were still no telephone 
lines or no regular established lookout poi..~ts in the area where I was 
located, which was on the Great Northern Railroad. There was, however-, 
a telegraph station within five miles of my headquarters, which was a 
decided improvement in conununications over what I had been accustomed 
to. 
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The district I was assigned to had a considerable mileage of railroad · 
in it of fairly heavy grades, and in those days they burned a poor 
grade of coal in their freight engines. The firemen usually punched 
the spark arresters full of big holes in order to make the engines 
steam better, with the result that a large number of railroad fires 
were set along the right-of-way. 

Early in the season I was advised by the Supervisor to try and handle 
the situation alone if possible, but to hire help in case of dire 
necessity, as there was a small appropriation for fire fighting, but 
it was to be used sparingly. I got by with the help of the section 
crew for a while by working day and night as there was fire every day. 
I was finally allowed a couple of extra patrolmen to assist me. Then 
one day in August, the wind came up and one of our fires made a run of 
about five miles out away from the track. I wired the Supervisor for 
a hundred men with tools and supplies. He wired back, "Are you sure 
you need that many?" I wired back, "Yes." 

Well, I got about 60 men within the next two or three days and a few 
days later a company of soldiers from Fort Harrison arrived. By this 
time I had decided to put in a fire camp near a lake about five miles 
from the railroad, but had only two old Government pack horses to 
move the necessrry camp equipment in with. These horses had seen 
better days some ten years or so prior to 1910, and were somewhat 
string-halted and knee-sprung at the time. They were also broke to 
the harness and it was decided we would hitch them to an old wagon we 
borrowed as they were at least able to hold up the neck yoke and 
tongue. We loaded up the wagon with camp equipment, tools and supplies, 
tied a long rope to the end. of the wagon tongue, hitched 60 of the 
soldiers to the rope and away we went over the hill to camp by combined 
horse and man power. After camp was once established, it was supplied 
by J. W. Whilt, later known as "Rimes of the Rockies," now of 
Kalispell, Montana, and the two old knee-sprung horses . 

. 
The soldiers turned out to be just as good at taking the place of a 
fire fighter as they were at pinch hitting for a draft horse and we 
soon had things under control·and kept them so throughout the rest of 
the season. This was on the old "Blackfeet" Forest near Stryker, 
Montana. 

It has been suggested to me that I write some of' 1I\Y experiences with 
bear while in the Forest Service. 

Up on the North Fork of' the Flathead drainages there were a good many 
grizzly bear and I have had my share of experience in dealing with 
them. I have been treed a couple of times during my time in the Forest 
Service. On one occasion, I was detained for a four- or five-hour 
period. That was close too, but not quite a hair-breadth escape as I 
had at least a ten-foot start on the bear and I maintained that lead 
until wei1 up the tree. I learned by that experience that I could 
climb a tree in record time if' necessary. However, I hope it won't 
be necessary: again. 
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Ea A. WOODS 
Senior Ranger 
Kootenai 
(Retired 1937) 

713 Highland 
Helena, Montana 
February 20, 1944 

From time to time I have recounted the following incidents. Not that 
they amount to much, but they seem to satisfy my ego. 

A few weeks prior to the famous Two Medicine fire of 1910, the Jap crew 
located at Summit was burning large piles of old ties under instructions 
from the roadmaster of the Great Northern Railroad. I informed the 
section crew foreman, a Jap by the name of Sango, that it was a vio­
lation of· the law and that I would have to arrest him and take him to 
Kalispell. And that I would be at Summit that same evening in time 
to catch the Empire Builder. 

When I arrived at Summit I met a Forest officer, and I told him of my 
contemplated action. Would he care to accompany me to the Jap head­
quarters? I noticed t~at this invitation was not eagerly accepted. 
But he did come along. 

After pounding on the door and rapping on the windows and not getting 
any response, I turned about to discuss the next move with my com­
panion. I just got a glimpse of him on his way back to the section 
house. On overtaking him, he advised me to forget about the arrest of 
the Jap until such time as there could be more peace officers present. 
He said: "These Japs are a treacherous gang. Watch your step 0 " 

For further advice I contacted that famous character, Slippery Bill. 
His comment was short and direct: "Get your man." 

Returning to the Jap shack, I again pounded on the door. Still no 
answer. I charged the door and busted it in. Once inside I was 
surrounded by a half-dozen chattering Japs, gesticulating and trying 
to assure me that Sango was not present. Determined to find out, I 
started from the adjoining room. My progress was halted by Japs 
jammed in the doorway. I have often, in later years, questioned the 
wisdom of nry next move. I withdrew nry Luger from my coat pocket and 
shot.a hole in the cabin floor. Apparently I got ill: the first bluff. 
I found Sango in bed, completely covered up and pretending to be 
asleep. 

We boarded the train with not a minute to spare • When the train 
reached Essex a very pleasant, intelligent Japanese came and sat down 
beside me . He was an agent for the Oriental Trading Company. From 
that time on he took charge of the Sango case. I believe Sango was 
fined $50 and costs. 

Unfortunately, the above incident was not conveyed to the proper rail­
road authorities in time, for two or three weeks later another crew, 
on the Flathead side, started the fire that destroyed the Two Medicine 
watershed. 
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When I got back to Summit, Slippery Bill remarked: 1
.1Why in hell didn't 

you kill a half-dozen of those sons-of-bitches~" 

(In re~ponse to an inquiry about Slippery_ Bill, Mr. Woods wrote as 
follows:) 

Who was Slippery Bill? He was one of the oddest characters that I ever 
meto A New Englander by birth, a railroader by choice, Slippery Bill 
drifted West as a brakeman on a construction train for the Great 
Northern. He was a very well-read man, being able to quote Shakespeare 
on every occasion. He haP, a Ihiiid like a steel trap and a tongue like a 
two-edged sword. 

During the regime of the Forest Service in the Department of the . 
Interior, he was appointed as a Forest ranger. At the same time he was 
an owner of a saloon at Summit, Montana. Slippery Bill told me how 
he would st:and in the door of the saloon, gaze at the distant land­
scape, return to the shelf where he kept the Government records, and 
write in his diary, "Looking over the Foreston One of his contentions 
was that a good healthy porcupine could destroy more timber than a 
Forest ranger could save. 

For years he avoided paying license on his saloono When the officials 
from Flathead County put in an appearance he claimed that he was 
located in Teton County. When the officials from Teton called on him 
he told them that he was located in Flathead. But the time came when 
he had to make a choice, for,the officials of both counties called at 
the same time. 

He acquired the title of Slippery Bill the winter that he put in at the 
old town of McCarterville. By good luck at winning at poker and by 
better luck in getting home without being murdered. He told me that 
when the snow went off in the spring the year that he was there, nine 
corpses were uncovered - mute evidence of the moral code of the town 
of McCarterville. Much could be written about his experiences and his 
eccentric ways, for he was a CHA.RAGI'ERo 

As you travel on No. 2, you see at Summit a monument, Scott Leavitt 1s 
Congressional effort, dedicated to Theodore Roosevelt. A few yards 
from the road, on the south side, is a copper plate set in concrete, 
dedicated to William Morrison (Slippery Bill), giving the date of his 
birth and death, and stating that he gave the land on which the 
Roosevelt monument standso 

***** 

(In reply to inquiry about the town of McCarterville:) 

No doubt the town of McCarterville and McCarthyville were one and the 
same town. If you have any further interest in the town, it was 
located on the bank of Wolf C::::·eek, almost opposite the railroad station 
of Fielding. The location o£ the town site is at present owned by a 
man by the name of Knowlton. He has converted the place into a dude 
rancho It is located on Highway No. 2. Wh6n I was there five years 
ago, there was but one building remaining of the original town. The 
reputation of the town was undoubtedly lmow far and wide. 

***** 
-213-



.Another incident which I have often told comes to mind. 

The Two Medicine fire was scattered from Smmnit to the Blackfeet 
Reservation. At the time about forty of us were camped on a gravel 
bar on the edge of Two Medicine River. To the rear of us was an over­
mature growth of spruce. The fire in this spruce swamp was divided 
in two p·arts o One fire was purning up the river and another was 
burning down the river. It was very evident that these two fires 
would come together • 

.Among my several duties of foreman, bookkeeper, and assistant cook, I 
was also the packer, using my ow.n string of four pack horses and my 
saddle horse. Confronted with all these duties, it was obvious that 
the days were far too short to accomplish everything. So I did the 
packing at night. 

On one particular evening I approached the camp at about eleven o'clocko 
Suddenly the heavens lit up. The t~o fires had met. When I rode into 
camp every man was on his feet. An atmosphere of fright was apparent. 
Even the horses . seemed to sense that. danger was near. The whimpering 
of my dog didn't lessen the tension. Pretending not to sense the 
danger, I began· to unpack and made a few wisecracks. 

The maiIL fire had died dow.n and hundreds of woodpecker-drilled spruce 
snags were shooting their varicolored columns of flames a hundred feet 
or more into the air. It was an awe-inspiring scene. The tension in 
camp had died down somewhat when suddenly a new outburst of flames 
shot slcyward. A small patch of over.inature timber close by was going 
up in flames. I had hardly had time to look around when I saw two 
young chaps heading.across the creek, on the high jump, carrying a 
large kettle of beans between them which they had snatched off the 
stove as they made their getaway. 

I was never able to account for it, and neither was the young fellow 
when questioned later, but every time he had covered fifty feet or 
more he discharged the six-shooter he was . carrying in his hand. The 
uncomfortable part of it was that he was shooting toward camp, never 
once looking back to. see what was what. I was standing on the bank 

' of the river cussing them for all I was worth when I felt a grasp 
on my shoulder. Turning around, I faced a powerful railroader from 
Havre o Fear ~~'Was -written all over. his: face. 

"How about this," he roared, "are we.all going to burn up here? I've 
got a wife and two kids in Havreo" 

Instead of answering his question, I reached into my,watch pocket and 
pulled out a ten-dollar bill. "I'll bet you this at,the rate of two 
to one that you are just as safe here as you wo~d be in Havreo" 

The tension on his face relaxed. 

"All right, bos~, if you say so, it's a go with me." 

I don't recall at what hour. the men with the bean pot returned or the 
six men who had started down the creek, but the next morning all hands 
were on the job. 
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Not only the men in the Service underwent adventure and thrilling 
experiences, but the women also had a share. 

One fall I started out on a deer hunt with three other hunters. Night 
overtook us and so we decided to lay out for the night. The spot 
selected was a deep canyon. The t:imber there, an open growth of lodge­
pole pine f ortyl to fifty feet high. All during the night, regardless 
of our sheltered spot, the trees swayed violentiy back and forth. We 
remarked several times that the wind must be blowing pretty hard out 
in the foothills. 

As we approached the ranger station cabin the next afternoon on our 
return, we noticed that the place had a strange appearance. (This : 
ranger station was located in the North Fork of Dupuyer Creeko The 
location of the station was changed some years later.) Sure enough 
the wind had been blowing in the foothillso It had been so violent 
that the rocks and pebbles flying through the air had broken the 
windows on the -w:est side of the house and scatter6d things right and 
left in its fury - pictures, books, dishes on the table • And it 
started to move the roof, including the first round of logs. 

Fortunately for my wife 1s safety, two hunters had come by earlier in 
the evening asking for a night 1 s lodging. They had supper and later 
went out to sleep in the hay loft. The wind kept blowing harder and 
harder, and when the top half of the barn door was torn off and the 
barn began to rock they decided that they had best seek shelter in the 
cabin. By the time they had reached the cabin the ·window·s were broken, 
so they went back and got the door-section and somehow managed to find 
hammer and nails in the shed beside the cabin and nailed the door over 
one window and an old canvas over the other. Had it not been for 
their assistance, I fear my wife might have been seriously hurt or 
perhaps killed .. 

.And speaking of wind brings to mind the following incident which I 
take the liberty of recording. 

1vty old friend, Richard Dean, long since gone to that land from whence 
no traveler ret\l.l..""'Il.S, was ranger in charge of the Dupuyer Creek District. 
This district, by the way, extended south to the Teton River, north to 
the Glacier Park, west to Essex, down Big River, and took in the head­
waters of Spotted Bearo 

Supervisor Bunker, stationed at Kalispell, came over on an inspection 
tour. One of his objects was to inspect the Jack Clack sawmill on the 
South Fork of Dupuyer Creeko The time happened to be in the fall of 
the year when the wind is practicing up for its heaviest punches later 
in the season. Part of the road and trail to the mill was located on 
some badly exposed reefso The growth of the trees on those points was 
of a parallel character, due to the violent and incessant wind. Both 
riders were bundled up for the emergency - heavy underwear, heavy 
shirts, vest, dress coat, mackinaw coat, and a heavy sheepskin coat. 

Rounding one of the most blustery points, Bunker looked over and 
observed that Dean had not put on his sheepskin coat, that it was tied 
on the back of the saddle. Riding up close, h6 shouted~ 
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"When do you put on the sheepskin?" 

"What's that?" Dean roared. 

Bunker yelled his previous question. ''When do you put on the sheep­
skin?" . 

"Oh. Oh, when the wind blows," Dean called back. 

After reading this over, I am somewhat hesitant about forwarding it. 
At that time I thought I was "some punkins" as a United States Fqrest 
ranger. Today, well, maybe, I would handle situations differently 
8¥d forget them just as incidents in the day's work. 
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E o ROSS YOUNG 
Forest Guard 
Kootenai 
(Retired .1943) 

Fortine, Montana 
May 1944 

I regret that I could not get around .sooner to replying, to your letter 
asking me for some of my experiences during the thirty-one seasons I 
worked for the Forest Service on this district. I did not witness 
anything very thrilling during my service, but may be able to rel.ate 
a few things of interest. 

My first duty was to help plant some yellow pine trees in the spring 
of 1913. That makes the trees around 30 years old at this time. They 
were about 6 inches high then, and they are 25 to 30 feet high now. 
Some of them are 6 to 8 inches in diameter at the .ground. They are 
about three miles from my post office and can be seen with a glass 
from the little hills near the post officeo 

The spring of 1914 I was cutting a patrol trail from the headwaters 
of Deep Creek to the headwaters of Whitefish River. There I met two 
surveyors from Washington, D. Co Their names were Evans and Whaley. 
They were mapping and contouring the mo1.ll1.tairis in what is called 
Whitefish Divide Range. They were the first to map this range of 
hills to my lmowledge. They were the ones to give one of the mountains 
near my camp my name - Mount Ymmg. With a glass, I could see these 
men at their work on different points during the spring of 1914. 

From 1915 until 1932, my usual duties were maintaining trail in spring, 
spending the fire season on lookout duty, and constructing new trails• 
after fire season until the season ran out. I also helped repair tele­
phone lines in spring and build new lines in fall. 

In the season of 1917 when I was stationed on the Gibralter Lookout I 
got credit for reporting 14 forest fires. That was the record season 
for me. I suggested that I camp steady on the lookout, and Ranger Fred 
Herrig agreed with me . That was the first year that a lookout camped 
constantly there. I was the first one to my knowledge to start this. 
Also, this was the first year the Forest Service supplied the employees 
with f cod and bedding. 

Things went very smoothly, with few fires, until 1924. Gibralter was 
abandoned. I was moved to another point, called the Roberts Lookout, 
on Meadow Creek watershed. In this season, 1924, the Forest Service 
built a new steel tower - a small one about 40 feet high. As there 
were no lookout towers manufactured at that time, they made the top 
half from a water tank. I worked on this point until 1943 except for 
about three seasons when I was stationed on other points. 

In 1924, the year I worked on the tower and observed the country, I 
woke up one morning at 4:00 a.mo and watched a very dangerous lightning 
storm" I reported where the lightning was st~ildng in the north 
Flathead, and as there were no guards up there the ranger relayed the 
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massage to the Flathead Fo~est office. They sent some men up there, 
and informed me that they found four fires o This was the first time 
on this district that they requested lookout men to record lightning 
storms and strikes to my knowledge. 

As to my ~arrow escapeso I feel that I have beer.:. lucky~ In June 1923 
I was helping take dO'Wll an old telephone linEo It was a double line, 
and I put my sling between the two lines to detach the insulators. The 
pole broke off at the ground, and I had to go to the ground with the 
poleo I received a bruised hip and a left-side rupture. 

I had a second narrow escape in 1926. I was on the Whitefish Divide 
fighting fire in a crew and a burned tree came silently down across 
the trench with no warningo It struck between me and a man about 
twelve feet ahead of me. It did not miss either one of us over six 
feet. 

The next narrow escape I had was late in the fall of 1941 when I was 
cooking for a road repair crew. A black bear began to take our food 
supplies, and got so bold he tried to come in the kitchen one night. 
I met him near the dooro We were about six feet apart in the dark. 
The bear refused to back up and I shot him with a 12-guage shotgun, 
hoping to knock him out 0 My chances were about one to four with the 
bear in the dark. 

I have learned that nearly all big game are dangerous when they have 
their young ones with them. They wi.11 all stand their ground and show 
fight. 

About tools and equipment o We got along with an axe when ·going alone 0 

When two we~e together we took a saw. We traveled on foot at first 
and packed our food, and wherever night overtook us we made camp n When 
they started me out alone I chose the axe and packed the food on my 
back, and could stay out ten days very well this way, 

I have been on the labor market 54 years and have spent 30 of these 
with the Forest Service in northern Montana. These 30 years have been 
the best part of my life •. I have never lost any pay .that I had coming. 
M:j enjoyment of my work has been such that when I have been out on 
the Forest on jobs I felt I was out in the green forest on a vacation 
and the Service was giving me wages and paying my expenses. I liked 
this kind of work too well to ever look for another job. When I 
retired the boys of the Forest Service made up a collection of $32.50 
for me, and gave me one of the Service beds, which I hope to sleep in 
all of my life. I do not have the words· to express my appreciation. 
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