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ME 
By Mary Margaret Curl 
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I dedicate this book to the memory of “Horn” Miller 
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Cooke 

Far away in the bosom of the Absaroka Mountains, tis a little mining town called 

Cooke.  Though you perhaps have never heard of it.  Cooke is one of the oldest towns in 

Montana.  Here many blood curdling Indian battles have been fought and it is here 

that many of our earliest pioneers have spent their lives hoping that some day they 

would acquire wealth and happiness. 

Years ago Cooke was a lively little town.  Two smelters were erected, five sawmills 

were running and the mountains were alive with lead, silver, copper and gold mines 

which were being worked.  At this time the population was said to have been close to a 

thousand.  However, this boom did not last for the expense of hauling coke enough to 
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Republic Smelter 

run these smelters, plus the cost of freighting the ore to Gardiner which is the nearest 

railroad station, was so much greater than the profit that it was soon discontinued.  A 

bill was sent to Congress to the effect that part of Yellowstone National Park be cut off 

to allow admission of a railroad.  Apparently the bill has been forgotten for no one has 

ever heard of it since its first presentation when it failed.  Though many years have now 

lapsed since the time the bill was presented the old timers who have a never failing 

faith in Cooke say, “Stay a little longer: It is still in existence and is bound to turn up.  

Just twenty-five years more, and if by that time it hasn’t been passed we will all go to 

Alaska and start over.”  And so time passes on. 
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The smelters have been torn down and used for fire wood.  The old cabins sag 

unsteadily on foundations rotten from long immersions in everlasting snow; windows 

gape emptily and doorways yawn - then one by one they disappear, and with them are 

passing the patient discoverers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is here that I have spent most of my life.  In May 1899 my Mother, Father and 

Uncle started for Cooke, up the Clarks Fork River from Absarokee Mountain.  I was but 

nine months old, so in order that I would not be in the way, I was placed in a nose bag 

and hung over my father’s shoulder. (This was very unlucky for having caught the nose 

disease, I have developed a most extraordinary nose.)  It was over a hundred miles over 

a terrible road into Cooke.  It being necessary to travel the larger part of the way on 

skis.  And when we at last reached our destination, the snow was so deep that we could 

Republic Mountain 
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not get into  our house without first shoveling through a twenty foot drift to the door. 

This was the last I saw of the outside world.  I knew of no other aside from the small 

valley in which I lived.  But I was content and happy.  Being one of the few children in 

Cooke, I at once became a great favorite with the miners.  I often wondered how I could 

have lived without them.  I loved them, but best of all, I loved Horn Miller.  Horn was 

father’s partner and when the snow became so deep that he could not work on his mines 

anymore, he moved down to town and lived with us.  Horn could do everything.  He had 

seen the most wonderful things in the world, so I thought.  He came to Montana in 1849 

when the Indians were fighting to keep the white men from taking their country.  Each 

word he muttered was law in my mind.  He made all my play things, taught me how to 

make doll clothes and made me cry because he always sewed through the calluses on 

his hands. 

Before I was very old, I began roaming over the 

mountains.  I knew where the best berry patches were, 

and there were a great many to be found, as strawberries, 

raspberries and huckleberries grew wild in great 

quantities.  The shadiest spots where flowers grew were 

the source of my greatest pleasure.  I used to name the 

trees Mrs. Allen, Mrs. Byrne and Mrs. Hardin, or any other 

names I happened to fancy, then I play the spot around 
A good berry patch. 
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them was their home.  I would go to call and visit with Mrs.— for hours and hours at a 

time.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My education was rather limited.  Each year a teacher came to Cooke for two or 

three months, rather for an outing, than to teach.  During this short time I was happy 

tho, for school was something different and I knew that all I would have to do, as soon as 

school was out, would be ski and go to card parties.  Everybody played cards, and I was 

occasionally called upon to fill out a table.  Then once in a while, the Mather brothers, 

the only musicians in town, would offer their services and we would have a dance down 

in what used to be the old Wells Saloon.  We danced quadrilles all evening , everyone 

dancing, even the old, old men.  At these dances, I had my very best times. 

But there were sadder times.  Oh! Those long, long winters!  In September the snow 

began to fall.  Deeper and deeper, the wind blew and drifted the snow, until one had to 

My first school 
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put on his skis to even cross the street.  I 

used to ski all by myself all day and then 

as night drew near and I was cold and 

tired, I loved to crawl up into Father’s or 

Horn’s arms and listen to their delightful 

Indian stories they could tell, or if I had 

been awfully good, sometimes Horn used 

to sing me funny old songs.  The one I remember best goes, “I’ll stay down next meetin’ 

an I hope you’ll prove true. There we’ll change the green laurel to the red, white and 

blue.” 

Sometimes the mail didn’t get in for days and 

days.  I well remember one spring when the snow 

was so deep and the roads were so bad that it was 

impossible to even send the dog teams to carry 

the mail.  The winters provisions were nearly all 

gone, and we did not know one day what we 

were going to eat the next.  That was a most tragic time and had it not been for the elk 

meat, we probably would have starved.  Three months of spring, our summer was no 

warmer than the first spring days and ten months of winter was not welcome.  Even if 

skiing is more fun than any other sport, we were glad to store our skis away the first 

Skiing 

Horn and Pike 
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spring day.   

Now since I had grown older all my time was spent riding and tramping over the 

hills.  There are many beautiful and interesting spots around Cooke. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kersey Lake which is two miles southeast of Cooke is a favorite fishing place.  Pilot 

and Index peaks stand sentinels behind it.  Years ago, someone built a log raft.  On 

Sunday afternoon, nothing used to please me more than to ride out to the lake and go 

riding on the raft. 

Perhaps the place most heard of is Grasshopper Glacier.  This is seventeen miles 

northeast of Cooke, close to the Copper King mining district.  This huge mountain of ice 

is beautiful beyond expression.  A soft green tinge seems to fall over it, and it fills you 

with awe and mystery.  Grasshoppers are frozen in the ice, and it is told that upon 

Kersey Lake 
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thawing the ice, the grasshoppers jumped out of the water and happened away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About a half a mile from town is a small falls which was to furnish power for the 

electric lights which were to be.  On the bank of this falls I have spent many afternoons 

looking into the roaring foam and wondering what I would be when I grew up. 

At last the time arrived for me to see a bit of the 

outside world.  I heard mother telling all the neighbors 

that she had decided that Mary  must go to school  

somewhere, and tho she didn’t see how she could go away 

all by herself, she must go.  Of course, I didn’t want to 

leave home.  I did not know where I was going, however, 

when mother told me that I was to take the little old 

round trunk which she had brought from Missouri some 

Grasshopper Glacier 

Hayden Falls 
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twenty years ago, I was happy.  The fatal day arrived—Oh!  Could I ever go!  How far 

away was Absarokee?  Would I like my Aunt?  Could I live without my mountains?  I 

went, half afraid to move, tho my leghorn hat with the plaid ribbon and blue forget-

me-nots was comforting.  Why did folks laugh at me?  Was I different? No, I needed to 

be taught to know the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After a long hard days journey, during which the driver killed a bear, we arrived at 

Gardiner.  My! Such a large place.  I was taken to a hotel.  The land lady told me that 

my trunk would have to be checked and my train left at seven o’clock, so I had better 

go down to the depot.  I had never heard of checking a trunk, but I immediately found 

out where the bank was and went over to check my trunk.  Perhaps it was because I  

looked so scared or perhaps it was because I knew so little, that the cashier did not 

laugh but took me to the train and checked my trunk.  As we moved on toward 

Livingston and it began to grow dark, I realized that I was going farther and farther 

A Cooke City bear 
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away from home.  I longed for those arms, who had meant so much.  I longed for that 

kind, soothing voice which so often sang me to sleep.  I pressed my face against the 

window pane and as the scenery came and went, tears ran down my cheeks.  I hated my 

round top trunk and leghorn hat with the plaid ribbon and blue forget-me-nots.  Pretty 

soon Conductor Clark came through the car and stopped to talk to me.  He told me he 

had a little girl  who went away from home and got so lonesome she couldn’t stay, so I 

immediately decided that I wouldn’t stay long.  Conductor Clark put me on the right 

train at Livingston and I arrived in Columbus about eleven o’clock.  My cousin was at 

the station to meet me.  I had seen her before and didn’t care whether I even did again 

or not.  She was very good to me tho and found a man to take me to my Aunt’s the next 

morning.  Absarokee was thirteen miles up the Stillwater river, and by the time I 

reached there I was excited to think that the world was so large that I forgot all about 

being lonesome or homesick. 

The next day after my arrival, I started to school.  Such a large school!  There were 

twenty-two in my room.  I wished I hadn’t come though—Everybody laughed at me.  

They made fun of my new Mother Hubbard dresses and my precious leghorn hat with 

the plaid ribbon and blue forget-me-nots.  My cousin tried to make me happy, 

everybody liked her, but I was little and scared and lonely and no one liked me there, 

but why should I care?  Didn’t Horn, Herman, Bill Nicklis and Jim Hull all like me?  

But I hated school. 
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Two months passed and one day Mother came.  That was the happiest day I ever 

spent.  Father and my small brother also came a few days later.  That winter was ideal, 

no snow, lots of fun and oh! So many playmates.  But when spring came, I was ready to 

go back to my home in Cooke. 

The summer passed quickly and as fall drew near, Mother began making plans for 

my leaving home.  But upon thinking it over, decided that we would all move to 

Gardiner.  Since then we have never gone back.  Everything is just the same.  The old 

timers still live in hope, but waiting has been so long that they are one by one passing 

from our midst.  Only a few months ago the one I loved the most, passed silently away.  

No one ever dreaming that he would live as long as the Camp. 

The Passing of a Pioneer 

By N.J. Tredennick 

Adam Miller has died.  That in all probability means little if anything to those who 

read it, but when you say, “ “Horn” Miller has “Crossed the Great Divide,” that means 

the passing of a pathfinder, a pioneer, the passing of an intrepid soul, for only the 

intrepid came here in ‘49.  It means to all who knew him ever so slightly, the loss of a 

sympathetic, friendly soul, who never spoke ill of any other and had a kindly charity 

for all. 
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“Horn” Miller, was born in Bavaria between eighty and ninety years ago.  He came 

from Bavaria to St. Louis where his boyhood was spent and where he learned the 

molding trade, but when the Santa Fe talking of building a railroad thru Arkansas, the 

chief objection was the danger of Indian Massacres, and the road offered $150.00 to 

anyone who would take the trip over the prescribed route  with a “bull team” and 

prove or disprove the objection.  “Horn” (He got his nick name when a lad) offered his 

services, for he said, “It was the easiest way I know of earning money.”  He made several 

trips and needless to say, he was not attacked and the road was built. 

In 1849, the wanderlust grew too strong and he left for the wilderness and came 

west.  He worked in the first foundry established in Colorado, but the lure of gold 

called him and he began prospecting.  He has lived and been part of every well known  

 

 

 

 

 

 

mining town between the Mississippi and the Pacific Coast. 

He was a member of the Vigilante appointed by Lincoln and as long as he lived an 

Miller Mountain 
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ardent  upholder of law and order.  He was a United States Scout and guided General 

Howard all through this part of the country in the  latter’s mission to track and stop the 

Indian insurrection from which the white settlers were suffering.  Asked if he had ever 

killed an Indian, he replied, “I never went to see” and then he added, “but I shot a good 

many.” 

He discovered Cooke City some forty-five years ago and from that time until his 

death, his faith in the Camp never wavered, although once some ten years ago in a 

moment of temporary discouragement he said, “”I am going to give this camp just 

twenty-five more years to open up and get a railroad, if it hasn’t by that time, I’m going 

to quit and go to Alaska.”  By one of the inexplicable turns of fortunes where he has not 

been permitted to see either his faith justified or try his luck in the Northland. 

The story of his life in Montana, his discoveries, his Indian fights can now  never be 

told and what this state owes to him and  his contemporaries, can never be truly 

appreciated.  “Yankee Jim” is one of the few of his early friends and companions who is 

still living near Gardiner. 

So far as is known, he left no family and no relations, save some nieces in Saint Louis 

whom he had never seen.  He always planned to visit Saint Louis and was going to 

make the trip entirely by water, but he never got around to it and would not believe 

that the city had grown beyond the recognition of one who had not been back since 

“forty-nine”. 
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He had lived most of his life alone but he had lived close to nature and one who has 

learned to love the rising sun, the flowers, the birds, mountains and the stars, can never 

be said to be lonely. 

About two weeks ago, while chopping wood, he felt a pain near his heart and fainted.  

From his accounts, it seemed to be pneumonia, but the day before he died, some of his 

friends suspected it was his heart.  The end came quietly and peacefully; And while he 

slept the sun rose over Pilot and Index, his soul rose and went forth to meet it.  He had 

expressed a wish to be buried facing the east so he could see the sun rise over the 

mountains and this was done when he was laid 

under the most beautiful of all the pine trees 

in the little cemetery. 

He left several valuable mining claims 

which he owned in partnership with J.F. Curl 

of Gardiner, a former resident of Cooke, and 

for many years his closest friend and associate. 

When Cooke becomes the “Camp of the World” as he confidently expected it 

would, all others may realize his anticipations, who can doubt but that his spirit will be 

felt in and among these mountains he knew and loved so well. 

Could more be said of the most famous of men than can so truthfully be said of him, 

Pilot & Index 
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that he was brave enough to be gentle and strong enough to be pure and had never 

wronged any man. 

Though I still love Cooke City, I shall never hold the same interest as before, I know 

the world a little better.  I realize the humorous as well as the serious side of my early 

life.  But should I live forever, nothing could ever be more precious to me than my 

home, my friends and my life in Cooke City. 

 

 
My Home 


