The Roosevelt Arch
A centennial history of an American icon
by Lee H. Whittlesey and Paul Schullery
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Visitors throng at the
North Entrance to watch
ceremonies celebrating
the official Opening Day
of the 1924 season.

“Stranger, look at yon beautiful arch,
erected by Uncle Sam out of hexagonal blocks of basalt!
That marks the entrance to the Wonderland of the World.”
—Herbert Quick, Yellowstone Nights, 1911
The Roosevelt Arch, the formal North
Entrance to Yellowstone National Park
at Gardiner, Montana, has grown rich in
historical associations over the course of
its first century.1 Its creation and career
are intertwined with the Northern Pacific
Railway (NPR) and the story of regional
transportation; with the work of renowned
army engineer Hiram Chittenden and the
long involvement of the U.S. Army Corps
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of Engineers in Yellowstone; with the
conservation achievements and irrepressible personality of Theodore Roosevelt;
with the honored traditions of the Masons
of Montana; and with the communities,
colorful characters, and business interests
of Gardiner and Mammoth Hot Springs.
Like most architectural monuments, the
arch’s legacy is a combination of original
intent and accumulated experience. And,

like most Yellowstone landmarks, especially those that date to the time when
the park was still commonly known as
Wonderland, it has enjoyed the affection,
admiration, and curiosity of generations
of park visitors.
The impulse behind the arch’s construction was a matter of inspiration,
convenience, and opportunity. Strange
as it may seem today, there was a conYellowstone Science

cern among park administrators, and
some in the Gardiner community, that
this most important entrance to Yellowstone National Park, nestled in an
arid mountain basin, lacked sufficient
visual fanfare to serve as the gateway to
America’s first and most famous national
park. At the same time, and on a more
prosaic and commercially urgent level,
the Northern Pacific’s tracks had just
reached Gardiner, and the town needed a
depot. And, most serendipitously, just as
work got underway to satisfy these local
needs, President Theodore Roosevelt
decided to have a two-week outing in the
wilds of Yellowstone National Park. This
combination of factors, circumstances,
and urges served as the impetus behind
“Gardiner’s big day” in the history of the
West.2
As that day approached,
in the middle of all this ambition and attention, though
still only a promise of future
grandeur and service, was
the unconstructed arch, soon
to be immortalized by a
presidential dedication.

dent, Major John Pitcher, if he might
participate in one of the mountain lion
hunts conducted to control that species.
If not in the park, he wondered, might he
go along on a hunt just outside the park’s
boundary?6
At that time, predators were lawfully
(if mistakenly) regarded as vermin, and
were seen as a threat to the park’s more
popular and publicly favored grazing species, so in principle at least, such a hunt
might have seemed within reason. But
TR was quickly learning that as president
the solitary hunting adventures he had
enjoyed for so many years were a thing
of the past, replaced by media-infested
picnics in which the hunter could not
escape from his entourage long enough
to find any game. Worse in this case
was the risk of public
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disapproval if the lion
hunt was perceived
as special privilege
granted to a powerful
politician—he could not
afford the appearance
of being allowed to
hunt where no other
citizen was. Recogniz“A fortnight’s rest:”
ing these obstacles,
Roosevelt’s Yellowstone
Roosevelt backed away
vacation begins
from the idea of the
A strictly chronological
hunt.
telling of this story would
To further disprobably settle right down
tance himself from
in the technical architectural
any public unrest, as
and engineering details of
well as to ensure himthe arch. But the drama—
self good company,
Roosevelt appears before a crowd at Livingston, Montana,
and the fun—of the arch’s
Roosevelt invited his
prior to arriving in Yellowstone.
history revolve primarily
old friend John Buraround human personalities,
roughs, the beloved
and none was more powerful or engagIt was a trip long in the planning Catskills nature writer, to join him on
ing than that of Theodore Roosevelt, 26th and, for all the studied casualness of the the trip.7 For many years, Burroughs’s
president of the United States. Roosevelt president’s time in the park, carefully cal- gentle tales of woodland life had enter(if you must use a nickname, call him culated in its details. Yes, it was a vaca- tained a huge American audience that
“TR;” his close friends knew better than tion, but with presidential purposes. TR’s had no special interest in hunting. It was
to refer to him by the diminutive and longstanding concern with the wildlife of apparently (and accurately) assumed that
slighting “Teddy”), elevated to office by the West, especially with the glamorous Burroughs’s presence on the trip would
the assassination of William McKinley big game species, drew him to the park signal to the public that Roosevelt would
less than two years before, was enor- for a first-hand look at its famous and not hunt.
mously popular in the West, where he increasingly controversial elk herd and
Roosevelt’s train, the Elysian, made
claimed many friends and cherished other large mammals.
its way across the West with great public
many memories from his Dakota ranchEven this seemingly innocent interest attention.8 The “pilot train” and the “spe3
ing days.
had caused a stir of scandal when, some cial train of the President of the United
Roosevelt had been to the park on a time before his visit, Roosevelt discreetly States” made their way up the Yellowfew earlier occasions, but this was to be inquired of the park’s acting superinten- stone River valley on April 8, 1903, with
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his longest and most intense immersion in
the wonders of Yellowstone.4 Indeed, it
was part of what remains even today one
of the most ambitious domestic presidential trips ever undertaken. In eight weeks,
“he was scheduled to travel fourteen
thousand miles through 25 states, visiting
nearly 150 towns and cities and giving an
estimated two hundred speeches.”5 With
such a hectic schedule, it is little wonder
that he saw his Yellowstone time as so
precious. Though Yellowstone was the
focus of his greatest recreational interest on this trip, Roosevelt made briefer
(though memorable and of great local
significance) visits to the Grand Canyon
and Yosemite National Parks, camping
in Yosemite with mountaineer and writer
John Muir.
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evelt was riding north through the park
following an extended elk hunt at Two
Ocean Pass, south of the park. He and a
companion encountered then-Lieutenant
Pitcher and a troop of cavalry camped in
a geyser basin along the Firehole River
and gratefully accepted their hospitality,
enjoying a long evening of storytelling
around a campfire in the snow.12
Pitcher gave the president’s schedule
to the Livingston Post newspaper. Troop
B, scheduled to accompany TR on his
trip, would always be available to the
president in its full strength, said Pitcher.
Local guide Billy Hofer (whom Roosevelt knew at least by reputation as one of
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an almost triumphal mood.9 In his public
remarks along the way, TR emphasized
his own sense of homecoming, and the
local papers editorialized in glowing
terms on the character and qualities of
this adopted son. “I am on my way to try
to get a fortnight’s rest,” he told a cheering crowd during a whistle-stop speech
in Livingston, Montana. “For the last 18
months I have taken everything as it came
from coal strikes to trolley cars, and I feel
I am entitled to a fortnight to myself.”10
The presidential party reached Cinnabar a little after noon (until the Gardiner
depot was complete, the NPR’s Yellowstone terminus remained north of Gar-

The Elysian, Roosevelt’s train, arrives at Cinnabar, Montana, April 8, 1903.

diner, at Cinnabar, Montana). Among the
many to greet them was C Troop of the
Third Cavalry and Major John Pitcher,
commanding officer of Fort Yellowstone
at Mammoth Hot Springs, who also held
the civilian title of Acting Superintendent
of Yellowstone National Park. “My dear
Major,” said Roosevelt, “I’m back in my
own country again.”11
It was a cheerful reunion for these two
old friends, who had previously encountered each other in a Yellowstone blizzard
12 years earlier. On that occasion, Roos4

the park’s leading woodsmen) and the six
park scouts were to accompany his party.
There was to be no strict itinerary, Pitcher
announced: “The president will go where
he pleases and when he wishes.” Pitcher
also cautioned the reporter from the
Post that “no person will be permitted
to approach the president’s camp. There
will be no person with him except his
escort and John Burroughs.” As to security, Pitcher said that “the approaches to
the Park are all guarded by soldiers and
pickets…it will be absolutely impossible

for anyone to enter Wonderland while the
president is there.”13
Considering Roosevelt’s aforementioned concern that his activities in the
park not seem to smack of special privilege, Pitcher’s announcement requires
some explaining. This was by no means
as draconian an edict as it might at first
seem to all of us who are accustomed to
year-round access to some park roads. In
fact, it might even be characterized as
largely bluster. At this time, the park had
only one brief tourist season: summer.
Public visitation did not begin until well
into June, when a combination of spring
thaws and the limited snow-removal
techniques of the day allowed
the opening of some roads.
Thus, Pitcher could easily
“close” the park, because in
April it was not yet formally
open to visitation anyway, and
wouldn’t be for nearly two
months. The very light traffic
on a few park roads in winter
and spring was all local, and
under constant watch by soldiers and scouts who knew
that almost all poaching of
park animals was conducted
by their less savory neighbors
during this off season.14
But even if “closing the
park” for the president wasn’t
much of an issue, it was still
true that he had Yellowstone
completely to himself in April
1903, and he must have loved
it. Roosevelt’s secretary William Loeb stated that his own
orders were to “give absolutely nothing [to the press]
concerning Mr. Roosevelt’s
movements. The president will be lost,
as far as the world at large is concerned,”
said Loeb.15
As the elderly John Burroughs was
loaded into an army ambulance for the
five-mile trip up the hill to Fort Yellowstone (he assumed he’d ride a horse
like the others, but happily climbed into
the ambulance as if he expected it), and
the Elysian, with its presidential staff
and various other local dignitary passengers, was withdrawn to a sidetrack a
few miles north of Gardiner in Cinnabar,
Yellowstone Science
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Roosevelt and Pitcher
frankest confessions, the most
set off on horseback with
telling criticisms, happy charthe soldiers. They were
acterizations of prominent
delayed repeatedly so
political leaders, or foreign
that the naturalist-president
rulers, or members of his own
could admire and count
Cabinet; always surprising by
various groups of pronghis candor, astonishing by his
horn (he referred to them
memory, and diverting by his
as “prongbuck”), bighorn
humor.21
sheep, mule deer, whitetailed deer, and ducks, as
And while the presidential
well as the small captive
party was making its exuberant
bison herd near Mammoth
way across the Yellowstone
Hot Springs (informally
landscape, plans were forming
known as “Mammoth”).16
back in Gardiner that would
With these absorbing disapply some of that exuberance
tractions, it took the party
to the memorialization of a
two hours of rambling here
growing local landmark.
and there across the rollDesign and construction of
ing slopes of the Gardner
the arch
River valley to cover the
five miles to Fort YellowVisitors approaching Yelstone.17
lowstone National Park from
Fort Yellowstone, at
the north travel up the YelMammoth, was Rooslowstone River valley between
evelt’s first stop, as prepaLivingston and Yankee Jim
rations were completed
Canyon—a beautiful area
for his park tour. Clarence
rightly known as Paradise
“Pop” Scoyen related to
Valley. All along this route,
Frontispiece from the 1907 edition of John Burroughs’s Camping &
the Reverend Merv Olson
they are treated to vistas of
Tramping with Roosevelt. The President is shown at
in 1970 that he was presa classic, high western valYosemite National Park’s Glacier Point.
ent at Mammoth in 1903
ley flanked by magnificent
when President Roosevelt rode in. “I was was not). He gathered the notes and ideas mountain ranges. After making the windeight years old…my brother, mother, and for his long, stirring essay on wilderness ing passage of Yankee Jim Canyon, they
I watched him ride into Mammoth on reserves. Perhaps best of all, he provided enter a much narrower valley, featuring
horseback,” said Scoyen. “I shook his his small group of companions with rugged mountain peaks, colorful rock
hand, and he remarked to my mother, unforgettable days in the presence of (in outcroppings, and a shining river that
‘I’ve got a couple of boys like that back Burroughs’s words), “the most vital man seems perpetually posed for calendar
home too.’”18
on the continent, if not on the planet.”20 photography. It is a landscape in which
Roosevelt’s time visiting Yellowstone Burroughs’s description of time spent the modern eye easily finds beauty, wildis not the subject of this article, except around the presidential campfires is more ness, and the nearly mystical excitement
as it bears on his time in Gardiner, and it evocative than any detailed itinerary of of mountain scenery. But it was not
is a tale well-told in other publications.19 their days:
always seen that way.
It is enough to say that for two weeks,
The arch was, along with the monuthe president tramped, rode, and skied
While in camp we always had a big mental rustic architecture of the Old
his way through some of Yellowstone’s
fire at night in the open near the Faithful Inn that was completed only a
most beautiful country. He savored the
tents, and around this we sat upon year later, the product of the aesthetics
sight of thousands of elk and hundreds
logs or campstools, and listened to of its time. In the century since its conof other animals, soaking up the western
the President’s talk. What a stream of struction, nature appreciation has evolved
wilderness scenery and spirit that had
it he poured forth! and what a varied dramatically; landscapes once perceived
meant so much to him in younger times.
and picturesque stream! —anecdote, as “barren,” or as “wastelands,” or even
He captured and, in the best naturalist
history, science, politics, adventure, “evil,” have been re-imagined with deeptradition of the time, prepared the skin
literature; bits of his experience as a ened respect for their special ecological
of a species of mouse that had not previranchman, hunter, Rough Rider, legis- and geological virtues.22 For all our devoously been identified in the park (he’d
lator, civil service commissioner, police tion to the arch as an historic structure
hoped it would be a new species but it
commissioner, governor, president—the and symbol, it should be admitted that it
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would neither seem necessary nor have
a chance of being built today. Modern
landscape architects and park planners approach park settings much more
accepting of the inherent beauties—however challenging those qualities may be to
the uninitiated—of the unadorned native
topography.
It is reasonably certain that the arch
was the idea of Hiram Martin Chittenden, who believed that such a commanding structure would compensate
for what was then seen as the relatively
uninspiring character of the surrounding
country at the park’s North Entrance.
Because Mammoth was park headquarters, and because the North Entrance
was originally the only place where a
railroad approached the natural features
and hotels of the park, Chittenden, now
remembered as the most influential of
the early Corps of Engineers officers
to work in Yellowstone, said that the
North Entrance was “the most important
of any [entrance], and this importance it
will probably always retain.”23 Although
ultimately wrong on that last point, Chittenden added, “it has been thought fitting, therefore, to provide some suitable
entrance gate at this point. This was more
important because the natural features of
the country at this portion of the boundary are about the least interesting of any
part of the Park, and the first impression
of visitors upon entering the Park was
very unfavorable.”24
From 1886 to 1918, the U.S. Cavalry
was responsible for protecting the park
and overseeing public enjoyment of its
wonders, and historians have now demonstrated the critical importance of the military period in shaping the park’s public
image and policies.25 But the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers had begun its Yellowstone career even earlier, in 1883, and in
some very practical ways its historic role
in the park was even more far-reaching. It
was, in effect, the Corps’s responsibility
to see that the needs of public transportation in the park were satisfied by means
harmonious with the park’s goals of
nature protection. Historians have praised
the “aesthetic conservation” efforts of
Hiram Chittenden and his fellow road-,
bridge-, and facility-builders, recognizing their surprising sensitivity both to the
6

visitor experience and to the landscape.26
Chittenden was also a leading historian
of the American West, and author of the
first important history of the park.27 In
his distinguished career in Yellowstone,
he oversaw road construction and related
work during two key periods, 1891–1893
and 1899–1906.28 It was only natural,
then, and in keeping with the established
order of things, that Chittenden should
play a key role in the development of
such an important landmark as the arch
at the North Entrance. It was likewise
certain that the arch would be a product
of Chittenden’s view of how a national
park should best honor the natural scene.
The idea of an arch at the North
Entrance dates at least to November 13,
1902, when the Gardiner Wonderland
reported that in addition to the train depot
then being planned, “on the rise of ground
to the east will be erected the stone lodge
for the squad of soldiers to be stationed
here, and the stone archway through
which the coaches will pass.”29 Planning
for the arch’s construction was underway
by early 1903, and crews had started
work on it before the president arrived
on April 8. Historian Doris Whithorn has
stated that Gardiner merchant Charles B.
Scott obtained the contract for rock delivery on February 19, and “at once had men
and teams at work delivering the massive
stones to the site.”30 How Scott got this
contract and from whom he got it is not
known.
In fact, although Chittenden’s role
as originator of the idea seems sure,
much remains uncertain about the planning, design, and construction of the
arch. Historian Aubrey Haines wrote
that the design for it was “worked up
from his [Chittenden’s] notes by Robert
C. Reamer, architect of the Old Faithful
and Canyon Hotels.”31 Reamer, perhaps
the most noted professional architect to
work in Yellowstone and the mastermind
of some of the park’s most beloved structures, does seem the sort of distinguished
professional who might be recruited for
such an important park project.
Unfortunately, Haines provided no
citation for this information on Reamer’s
involvement in the arch, and we have
been unable to confirm it. Ruth Quinn,
long a researcher working on a biog-

raphy of Reamer, cannot confirm it
either.32 Reamer was certainly involved
in the design of the depot, and it could be
that his involvement there became confused over time with the paternity of the
nearby arch. Or, it could be that Reamer
contributed his thinking to the plans for
the arch because it was part of the same
entrance-area landscape. The frequent
connection of Reamer’s name to a former home just north of the arch, known
locally as the “Arch House,” which now
houses the Yellowstone Association’s
North Entrance Education Center in
Gardiner, might have further contributed
to the confusion. Both the Arch House
and a nearby apartment house have
been informally attributed to Reamer as
designer or builder or inspiration, though
documentation is lacking to support such
statements.33
A number of other sources reiterate
the shaky claims of Reamer’s involvement in designing the arch. David
Leavengood, an architectural historian
who worked for a time on a biography
of Reamer, stated, “By 1902, Reamer
was working on the Old Faithful Inn at
[Harry] Child’s request as well as on the
Roosevelt Arch for the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers.”34 Historian Anne Farrar
Hyde also makes this claim, as do David
Naylor and Win Blevins, all of whom cite
Leavengood or Haines.35 Unfortunately,
Leavengood’s two cited sources are an
oral history interview that draws strictly
on hearsay and Haines’s uncited comment in The Yellowstone Story.
Because Aubrey Haines has almost
invariably proven to be correct about this
kind of historical information through the
years, our inclination is to at least tentatively accept his judgment on the matter.
But barring further documentation, the
extent of Robert Reamer’s involvement
in the design of the arch must remain an
open question.
Whatever cast of characters played
whatever precise set of roles, the work
was done efficiently and well. On March
19, 1903, the Gardiner Wonderland newspaper published “The Entrance Arch,” further announcing the project.36 The editor,
who evidently had an inside track with
the contractor to get such information,
noted that the arch was to cost $10,000,
Yellowstone Science
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A rare photo of the arch under construction, summer 1903.

and that $1,000 had already been spent
hauling hundreds of tons of rock for it:
The width of the opening through
which teams and vehicles will pass
will be twenty-five feet, with a height
somewhat greater. A tower rises on
each side of the arch to a height of 52
feet, and from near the base of the towers the arch begins to make its circle,
the centre [sic.] wall of which rises to
within a few feet of the height of the
towers. On the outside of the towers
the wall from the base is carried up on
a perpendicular, thus jutting beyond
the tower at the top. With a graceful
curve wings droop from this line to an
outer post something like forty feet on
each side. These towers are thirteen
feet square at the base and are drawn
in until at the top they are perhaps
half this size. Over the center of the
arch carved in rustic letters will be a
quotation from the act of dedication:
Summer 2003

“For the benefit and enjoyment of the
people.” On one tower, “Yellowstone
National Park” and on the other:
“Created by act of Congress March
3d [sic.] 1872.” The entire structure
will be built of unhewn basaltic rock
and will present a grand and imposing
appearance in rustic.37
It is worth emphasizing that the
reporter was correct in ascribing the quotation, “For the benefit and enjoyment of
the people,” to the Yellowstone National
Park Organic Act of March 1, 1872.
Among the more intriguing folklore to
have built up around the arch is the local
“common knowledge” that this phrase
was first uttered by Theodore Roosevelt.
Perhaps this error originated because TR
used the phrase during his dedication
speech (see box). Whatever its source, it
joins other Roosevelt-related mythology
relating to Yellowstone, including the
belief that he was personally responsible

for the establishment of the park in 1872
(he was thirteen at the time) or, even
more improbably, that he was the first
explorer of the park area.38
In late March, railroad contractor
Walter J. Bradshaw passed through
Livingston on his way to Gardiner and
told the Enterprise that the federal government and the Northern Pacific were
cooperating on a project to build a depot
and a stone archway there near the park
boundary. On March 28, in an early
announcement of the project based at
least in part on information provided by
Bradshaw, the Enterprise noted that the
new “entrance or gateway to the Park will
be a handsome arch” made from rocks of
the vicinity. “The contractors have been
ordered,” said the newspaper, “not to
remove the moss from the rocks used
in the construction of the arch, so that it
may present as natural an appearance as
possible.” Apparently, Bradshaw told the
editor more, for the paper proclaimed that
7

A stone wall, running almost at right
angle with the arch, will extend westward from the north wing a distance
of about 200 feet. From the south
end wing a like wall, about ten feet
in height[,] will follow the contour
of the hill and extend around to the
west side of the new depot a distance
of about 800 feet. The driveway from
8

the arch to the depot describes a circle
and within this circle a small artificial
lake is being constructed and around
the lake will be a beautiful lawn with
all sorts of shrubbery and plants.
From this lake a pipe will carry the

Construction of the arch began sometime in early April, and continued during
summer 1903. Traveler Grace Hecox saw
both the new depot and the arch under
construction on July 15, and opined that
Gardiner would soon “be a pretty place
COURTESY DORIS WHITHORN

the new park decorations would include a
miniature waterfall near the arch (never
built), a lake, and rustic houses and
stores.39
So far, our search of the official records
for construction of this project has
not yielded full
clarification of the
precise chain of
command. As with
the relative roles of
the designers, there
is uncertainty about
who oversaw construction, and we are
uncomfortably at the
mercy of newspaper
accounts for many
of the details. On
April 30, however,
the Livingston Post
stated that “Captain
Chittenden” and his
“force of craftsmen”
were the ones erecting the arch. Thus, it
appears that the U.S.
Army Engineers (led
by Chittenden) may
have combined forces with the Northern
Pacific Railway contractors (perhaps led by Bradshaw) to
produce the arch. While Chittenden and
Bradshaw at least worked on the arch, it
appears that N.J. Ness, an architect from
St. Paul who was quite well known for
his work on a number of other railroad
depots, was also somehow involved in its
actual design.40
On April 9, the Wonderland published
an extended description of the grand
plans emerging for Gardiner’s arch, complete with the artificial waterfall already
mentioned and an additional lake that was
never built:

A two-horse surrey approaches the arch shortly after its completion.

large overflow under the track and
into a[nother] lake of several acres in
extent that will be made on all the low
ground within the loop [never built].
The water for these lakes will come
from the Gardiner [sic., river] in the
ditch now being made and will come
through the arch in covered pipes and
burst forth in a waterfall [never built]
over the rocky cliff just beyond where
the driveway forks. The surrounding
hillsides will all be terraced and laid
out in a most artistic manner.41
Notwithstanding these extravagant
dreams of landscape architects and engineers, the aridity of the Gardiner area
made it impossible not only to build the
waterfall and the extra pond at the arch,
but ultimately to have any pond there at
all. Nor could enough water be conveyed
to keep alive the trees and shrubbery that
workmen so lovingly planted there in
1902 and 1903.42

when everything is finished…A very
pretty arch of native stone is being built
to form the main entrance to the Park. A
small engine is used to hoist the stone.
We watched the derrick as it worked. Several colors are being used in the arch.”43
Historian Whithorn has stated that even
when the arch was still incomplete and
surrounded with scaffolding, wagons
were allowed to pass through it.44
On August 15, 1903, workmen finished the arch. The Gardiner Wonderland reported that “last Saturday [August
15] witnessed the tearing down of all
the scaffolding, and the arch now stands
alone in all its magnificence.”45 Calling
it the “great arch, which has become so
noted throughout the United States,” the
newspaper ran a huge woodcut drawing
of the new structure.46 In addition to the
arch, Chittenden built “an artificial body
of water” between it and the depot and
made provision for “the irrigation of
grounds around it.”47 After describing
Yellowstone Science

the new turnaround loop of the railroad
that backed up to the turnaround loop
of the stagecoach road, he described the
new arch:

The cornerstone ceremony
It is no surprise that Masons felt a
special stake in Yellowstone and its
new architectural enterprise. From
the park’s earliest days, Masons
had played a prominent role in its
fortunes. Both Charles Cook and
David Folsom, who visited the Yellowstone in 1869 in an attempt to
verify or refute claims of its wonders
then drifting around, were Masons.
Nathaniel Langford, first superintendent of the park (1872–1877), was
Grand Master of Masons in Montana
in 1870, when he was a leading member of the Washburn exploring party
in what would become the park, and his
companion Cornelius Hedges, another
important member of that group, held the
same office next.49
According to the Gardiner newspaper
at the time, Charles W. Miller of the
Yellowstone Park Association (the hotel
company) originated the idea of laying
the arch’s cornerstone with Masonic
ceremonies.50 Indeed, Masons at Mammoth Hot Springs appear to have been in
Summer 2003

it. Though the relative significance of
the various “players” in instigating the
event remains uncertain, together this
group of people launched the ceremony
successfully.
Preparations for the ceremony
The Masons, the railroad, Gardiner
and Livingston citizens, Major Pitcher,
and Captain Chittenden all combined
their efforts to make the event happen.
The NPR engaged 40 stagecoaches at
Livingston to take overflow passengers
(who couldn’t get on the train) to Gardiner, and the town of Gardiner hired the
Livingston Volunteer Fire Department
band to play.53 “Gardiner is appropriately
decorated for the occasion,” announced
the Bozeman newspaper on the big day,
with “flowers in profusion beautifying
the vicinity of the arch…now eight feet
high.”54 Photos of Gardiner that day show
COURTESY DORIS WHITHORN

About 30 feet above the level of the
[railroad] station grounds, a masonry
arch has been constructed of columnar
basalt found in the vicinity. The width
of the opening is 20 feet, the height is
30 feet, and the maximum height of the
structure is 50 feet. Two wing walls,
12 feet high, run out laterally from the
arch to a distance of 50 feet from the
center, where they terminate in small
towers which rise about 3 feet above
the wall. From these towers and parallel to the two branches of the loop,
walls 8 feet high extend to the Park
boundary. Three tablets in concrete
are built into the outer face of the arch,
with the following inscriptions: Above
the keystone, “For the Benefit and
Enjoyment of the People;” on the
left of the opening, “Yellowstone
National Park,” and on the right
“Created by Act of Congress,
March 1, 1872.”48

the forefront of conceiving and planning
the April 24, 1903 ceremony, including
the hoped-for involvement of President
Roosevelt (a member of Matinecock
Masonic Lodge #806, Oyster Bay, New
York). In addition to Miller, they were
Henry Klamer, Alex Lyall, W.A. Hall,
George Trischman, and C.C. Brandon,
all of Livingston Masonic Lodge Number
32. These men sent a letter dated April
13 to Major Pitcher (also a Mason), Captain Chittenden, Harry Child of the hotel
company, and Robert Walker, apparently
a concession executive. Chittenden presented the letter to President Roosevelt
while he was in camp near Yancey’s
(the meadow near present Tower Junction, current site of nightly chuckwagon
cookouts during the summer). The president accepted the invitation, and upon
receiving his reply the Masons referred
the matter to “Grand Master Smith” at

Gardiner on Dedication Day, decorated for the occasion.

Phillipsburg, Montana, who was apparently already involved.51
This “Grand Master” was Frank E.
Smith, who indicated his role many years
later by stating, “it was at my instigation
that [Roosevelt] was invited to participate
on that occasion and make the address.”52
This seems to suggest that Smith was
involved even before the April 13 letter of invitation was sent, and had had
something to do with the idea of sending

numerous American flags and red, white,
and blue bunting decorating some of the
storefronts.
Many prominent Masons arrived in
Gardiner on Thursday evening’s train,
and held an evening meeting in the
Masonic Hall to arrange the details of the
next day’s activities. E.C. Day of Helena
addressed the Masons and gave a speech
about President Roosevelt that was
described as “eloquent.” Billings, Red
9
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Visitors and local residents gathered for the arch dedication, April 24, 1903. This photo
was taken from the hill just south of the present site of the arch, looking back at the
town of Gardiner. The crane used to lower the cornerstone is visible at far left.

Lodge, Big Timber, and Miles City all
sent delegations.55 Captain Hiram Chittenden had charge of the arrangements
for the laying of the stone.56
Gardiner’s big day: April 24, 1903
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At least three regional newspapers
covered the occasion: the Livingston
Post, the Livingston Enterprise, and the
Gardiner Wonderland.57 This account
of the festivities is taken primarily from
those three long newspaper articles.
“The flashing swords of the officers,
the martial music of the band, and the
lusty cheering of the assembled multitude,” gushed one reporter, “gave the
scene an aspect which would inspire
enthusiasm and patriotism in the breast
of a cynic.” April 24 dawned clear and
warm in Gardiner, a “magnificent” day
for such an inspiring celebration.58
In Livingston that Friday morning,
the city was “swarming with visitors
Parkward bound.” The first train (12 cars
in length) departing (10 a.m.) to Gardiner
was besieged by anxious celebrants who
scrambled all over each other for seats.
Beleaguered railroad officials had to
recruit four additional cars and a second
engine to carry the horde, which included
Livingston Mayor Charles Garnier and
the Livingston band in the first cars.
“There were 1300 people aboard it when

the train pulled out of Livingston,” proclaimed a reporter who was there, “with
the band playing a lively air and the
people cheering themselves hoarse.”59
Along the route, the train stopped
to receive more people. More than 100
crowded on at the small town of Fridley (today’s Emigrant), and about 400

more at Horr (near present LaDuke Hot
Springs) and Cinnabar (about three miles
downstream from Gardiner). Upon reaching Gardiner at around noon, the hungry,
thirsty, early crowd rushed for the town’s
hotels, saloons, and restaurants.60 At
about 2:00 p.m., stage drivers ushered a
line of ten or more four-horse coaches out
of the park and lined them up to be photographed by the eastern photographers
who were present.61
When the second train, carrying the
Masons and almost as many people as
the first, arrived at 2:30 p.m., the town of
Gardiner was “simply overwhelmed.”62
So great was the throng that many would
have gone hungry had they not had the
foresight to bring their own lunches.63
Estimates of the size of the crowd ranged
from 2,000 to 4,000, but the Livingston
Post’s “careful estimate” (done by dividing the crowd into “lots” and performing
the math) was probably the best one, and
it gave 3,700 as the likely attendance.64
Security was in evidence, no doubt
heightened by memories of the assassination of President William McKinley
less than two years earlier. The Enterprise noted that “guards were posted all
around the spot at points of vantage on
the closely surrounding hillsides,” and

Troops B and C of the Third Cavalry lead Roosevelt’s party into town, possibly led by a
Lieutenant Lesher, Captain Johnson, and a local canine resident.

Yellowstone Science
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Gardiner “Mayor” James McCartney (riding with five-year-old Paul Hoppe on his lap),
President Roosevelt, and Major John Pitcher arrive at the dedication ceremonies.

still half mile distant, and a mighty cheer
broke forth.”67 Said the Enterprise, “All
were splendidly mounted and the cavalcade came down the road at a sweeping
gallop.” Accompanied by Major Pitcher,
and apparently using the route that currently passes in front of the Xanterra

COURTESY DORIS WHITHORN

the roped pathway to the speakers’ stand
was “lined with cavalrymen and a lot of
special deputy sheriffs were scattered all
over the grounds.”65
Around 3:30 p.m., dignitaries began
to move into place. Troops B and C of
the Third Cavalry, led by Captain Johnson and Lieutenant Lesher, trotted into
town from Mammoth Hot Springs and
lined up on the road east of the arch to
await President Roosevelt. The Masons
formed at Holem’s store with the band,
and all marched to the arch and found
their roped-off space. Masonic Grand
Master Frank E. Smith and other Masons
climbed onto a raised platform immediately below the cornerstone, which was
swinging from a double-poled crane
decorated with a flag and bunting. Photos show that many of the Masons were
wearing their characteristic white aprons
at the laying of the stone, and a Masonic
writer later noted, “those who were to
have speaking parts had provided themselves with Prince Albert coats and silk
hats.”66
At about 4:10 p.m., the president’s
entourage arrived from Mammoth. “The
eager eyes of the crowd,” said the Post,
“discerned his approach when he was

The flag-draped crane used to lift the cornerstone is prominent in this photo of the
speakers’ stand and assembled dignitaries. The photo was taken looking to the North–
Northeast, roughly from the present site of the arch’s south tower.
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personnel office, Roosevelt rode west
down Park Street to the platform at the
incomplete arch. A photo of him and
Major Pitcher taken as they were riding
west reveals that another man accompanied them. He was probably Gardiner
“Mayor” James McCartney, who carried
five-year-old Paul Hoppe on the saddle
in front of him.68 Roosevelt wore a black
coat, military trousers, and a soft black
hat. An observer noted that the president appeared to be in the best of health
and was riding the gray horse named
Bonaparte that he had ridden into the
park sixteen days earlier.69
As he reached the entrance to the
roped aisle in front of the platform, the
cavalry presented sabers in a salute to
the president. The band struck up “Hail
Columbia” (in 1903, “Hail to the Chief”
was not yet being played). Accompanied
by Captain Hiram Chittenden and Major
Pitcher, Roosevelt walked up the aisle,
passing between the two sides of the
large crowd. “Cheer upon cheer greeted
his appearance,” proclaimed the Post,
and Roosevelt “walked swiftly, with
hat raised in acknowledgment of the
salute.”70
Masonic Grand Master Smith presided over the occasion (he “conducted
the ritualistic ceremonies of the order”),
along with Sol Hepner (Deputy Grand
11

NPS PHOTO

Left, Close-up of cornerstone
today.
Below, President Roosevelt
watches as the cornerstone is
manipulated.

Master), Cornelius Hedges
(Grand Secretary), Lew Callaway (Grand Senior Warden),
Samuel Nye (Acting Grand
Secretary), D.A. McCaw (Acting Grand Junior Warden), and
“other officers.”71 The cornerstone was suspended on heavy
block and tackle from a large
bunting-bedecked derrick of
two wooden poles, each topped
with an American flag.
In preparation for the event,
the Masons gathered a collection of items to be placed in
a “canister” that would then go into a
“depository.”72 Modern Masonic procedures also refer to this as a “box” or
a “casket,” but its precise character is
not known.73 According to the Proceedings of the Grand Lodge of Montana,
the following items were placed in the
container:
• Copy of the World’s Almanac, 1903;
• Copy of the Proceedings of the
Grand Lodge of Montana for 1902;
• Copy of Northern Pacific Railway
descriptive pamphlet, 1903;
• Copy Masonic Code of Montana;
• Pictures of Hon. N.P. Langford, first
Superintendent of the Park, one of
12

the Washburn party of 1870, also
of Cornelius Hedges member of
the same party, who first suggested
making a National Park;
• Original articles by the latter published in the Helena Herald soon
after the return of the party in 1870;
• Copies of the Livingston daily
papers;
• Sundry coins of the United States;
and
• Copy of the Holy Bible.
Several things prepared for the deposit had to be omitted on account of the size
of the box, such as the Memorials of the
Montana Legislature asking for the establishment of the park and the act of Con-

gress setting it apart for the purpose.74
Research by historian Doris Whithorn
revealed that the Bible belonged to Rev.
Edward Smith of the Livingston Methodist Church.75 One of the reporters said
that the newspapers included were the
Livingston Enterprise, Livingston Post,
Gardiner Wonderland, and Montana
Record. This reporter also said that several photographs of park scenes taken at
the time were included, as was a portrait
of President Roosevelt. The reporter continued, saying that all these items were
“placed in the depository to serve as a
record in the event of the destruction of
the arch by the elements in the centuries
which are to come.”76
The stone is easCOURTESY DORIS WHITHORN
ily identified today.
As you enter the
arch from the Gardiner side, the stone
is low on the inside
(i.e., park side)
corner of the right
tower of the arch.
The stone is more
obviously “worked”
and more squarely
finished than the
stones around it,
which were intentionally left rough
and
irregularly
angular to display
the rugged natural
contours of individual stones and to
preserve as much as
possible of the colorful appearance of the
natural rock with its coating of lichens.77
Measured in place today, the stone is
211⁄2 inches deep, 15 inches wide, and
201⁄2 inches high. On the “inside” surface
(that is, the side facing across the inner
arch), are incised, “Apr 24,” with “1903”
directly underneath.
There has been some uncertainty in
historical writing about the placement of
the box of memorabilia. As quoted earlier, at least one contemporary account did
say that the box was placed in the cornerstone itself. However, also as quoted, the
same reporter on other occasions referred
to a “depository” as the resting place of
the box. Historian Aubrey Haines anaYellowstone Science
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lyzed the sequence of events as described the audience.81 The cornerstone was then wall.” Accompanying him were Secrein the newspaper accounts and concluded “tested by the implements of Masonry tary William Loeb, Captain Chittenden,
that in fact the depository was a “recess” and pronounced well-formed, truly laid Major Pitcher, John Burroughs, “Mayor”
in the stone upon which the cornerstone and correctly proved.”82
J.C. McCartney, and “others.” The crowd
was laid.78 This is plausible. The base
The sense of history among many cheered the president as he passed to the
stonework was already completed at this onlookers was palpable, and not only stand, and he lifted his hat and smiled.
corner of the pillar, and is slightly visible because they were witnessing a presiden- Pitcher then introduced McCartney,
in photographs; Haines’s scenario sug- tial event in their little community. “Con- who was to introduce the president. But
gests that the “depository” was a space spicuous among the Masonic grand lodge McCartney, apparently suffering from
cut or left in this lower stonework, into officers who conducted the cornerstone stage fright, “was only able to mutter
which the box was placed,
and upon which the cornerstone was then lowered.
This makes for a
sequence of events that
matches the newspaper
reports and the Masonic
records. For example, the
Livingston Post reporter
specifically stated, “Prior
to the lowering of the
stone, a canister containing numerous articles was
placed in the depository.”79
Photographs of that stage
of the ceremony show
the stone, encumbered by
its hooks and tackle, still
suspended over the heads
of the men. The men may
have been able to reach the
cornerstone as it hung there,
but it seems an unlikely and
undignified time for them
to be placing anything
inside it. Also, though the
President Roosevelt addresses the crowd. Hiram Chittenden stands at Roosevelt’s left. Starting third
from his right are John Burroughs, James McCartney, and Major John Pitcher.
photographs do not show
all sides of the cornerstone
at this stage, the sides they
do show reveal no indication of a cavity laying,” noted the Gardiner Wonderland, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, President Roosin the stone itself.
“was one who played a most important evelt.’”86
All of these logistical details aside, part in the history of the park—Judge
“As the president came forward, the
now that the preliminaries were complete, Cornelius Hedges of Helena.”83 The Gar- crowd broke into a prolonged cheer,”
the big moment had come. Now that the diner newspaper lamented the fact that proclaimed the Post reporter approvingly,
box was in place, it was time to prepare David Folsom of the 1869 Folsom-Cook- “which echoed back from the hills and
the surface and lower the stone. With Peterson party had been unable to attend rolled in mighty waves up to the speakthe cornerstone suspended above them, the festivities.84 Though subsequent his- ers’ stand. The president stood some few
Grand Master Smith passed the trowel to torians would show that Hedges was not seconds before he could begin.”87 Some
the president, who “spread the mortar on the first to suggest making Yellowstone a accounts suggest that he made a few
the bed that was to receive the stone and, national park (he was probably preceded remarks before beginning his prepared
at the proper moment in the ceremony, even by Folsom), there is no question that speech (see box, next pages).88
the huge block of basalt was lowered the audience was justified in their mood
According to the Post, the text of the
into place.”80 The Masons poured corn, of a momentous occasion.85
speech was published as “an exact copy
wine, and oil upon the stone, these being
The President then ascended the of the speech that the president prepared
“the elements of consecration” whose speakers’ stand, which had been “built in advance. While he said all that is above
meaning was at this point explained to eight feet above the ground on the arch quoted, he said many other things that do

