Past and Present

Nez Perce Signage in
Yellowstone National Park

Images and documents pertaining to signage related to the
Nez Perce in Yellowstone National Park
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Present Signage
Madison Exhibit

The Nez Perce Campaign 1877










Present Signage
Madison Exhibit

Captive Tourists

The Nez Perce Encounter

Note the following is text from the sign:
During their fighting retreat toward freedom in Canada, the non-treaty Nez Perce passed
directly through Yellowstone National Park in August 1877. Their route followed this
creek. When outriders encountered a party of sightseers camped neatby, the Nez Perce
held the group hostage for several hours.

Angry at past betrayals, a pair of Nez Perce shot and left for dead George Cowan, but a
chief intervened and the rest of the tourists were released unharmed. Six weeks later the
Nez Perce surrendered to the U.S. Army in northern Montana. They were then
transferred to reservations far from their home lands.



Past Signage

YELL 40151: The sign was created circa 1914 by the US Army Corps of Engineers,
the only description for it is: NEZ PERCE CREEK VALLEY SIGN MARKING
HOWARD'S "COWAN CAMP."

(Image can be found in Yellowstone’s Photo Archives — located in Yellowstone’s Heritage &
Research Library and Archives in Gardiner, MT)

See detailed views on following page.
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Past Signage
Nez Perce Creek Valley Sign
(Photographs housed at Library of Congress)

Note that the following is text from the sign:

Half a mile above this point is the site of General
Howard’s second camp (August 30, 1877) within the
limits of the Yellowstone National Park during his
pursuit of Chief Joseph. It was in this vicinity that the
TROOPS FOUND MR. COWAN, WHO HAD
CRAWLED BACK six miles from the foot of Mary
Mountain after having been WOUNDED AND LEFT
FOR DEAD BY THE INDIANS. HE HAD PASSED
FIVE DAYS WITHOUT FOOD. Gen. Howard named

this camp “Camp Cowan”




Past Signage
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YELL 128107: According to Aubrey Haines, this sign was removed sometime during
WWII, its whereabouts are unknown. A steel pipe, placed there by Mr. Haines, now
marks the site. The general locality of the sign is where Nez Perce Creek enters the

Lower Geyser Basin.
UPDATE: In May, 2003 the Bison Ecology Management crew found this sign

in the vicinity of Mary Mountain.
(Image can be found in Yellowstone’s Photo Archives — located in Yellowstone’s Heritage &
Research Library and Archives in Gardiner, MT)



Past Signage
Chittenden Interpretive Sign
On 8/26/06 (!) Mary Anne Bellingham and Frank Smith were looking for the site where the
"Helena Party" had been attacked by a party of the Nez Perce, who were fleeing Oregon, and
being pursued by General Howard. A wooden sign marking the site was installed by Chittenden
in 1904, but it had not been reported since the 1970's, and was believed to have been destroyed
by fire. Remarkably, Bellingham spotted the sign, and immediately recognized its importance.

The sign is 37 %" x 24 '2" overall, with center area 35 12" x 21 %", and 1" thick. The frame is
made of 1 %" x 1" stock, with mitered corners. Finishing nails are driven through the frame into

the center boards. Four nails are driven through the boards into the tree.

Maximum height of letters is as follows:

21/8" ON THIS... Bottom of sign is
2 %" tourists... 63" above ground
3 V4" attacked... level.

2" AUGUST...

25/8" and one...

5/32" (irregular) Pt. by Ancil...

Site was revisited on 9/9/06 Mary Anne Bellingham,
Frank Smith, Kent Morby, and Erik Hendrickson.

One of several signs erected by H. Chittenden in 1904 to provide
Interpretation of key events associated with the Nez Perce in Yellowstone
in 1877.




Past Signage

Chittenden Interpretive Sign

Detail of sign. Letters are black paint over a white painted background
on board. The frame appears to have been painted white.




Past Signage
Chittenden Interpretive Sign

O T

line with upper case letters; abbreviation of “Mont.”;

plural “Nez Perces”; upper case date; decorative lines; and centeting of
each line.

Note curved top

At bottom of sign is painter’s mark: “Pt. by Ancil D. Catley. Helena” (sic)
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Past Signage
Chittenden Interpretive Sign
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Back side of sign. Note center portion of sign consists of two 1” boards.
Note also that the center boards have shrunk relative to the frame.
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Past Signage
Major Spurgin Sign
(Photographs housed at the
Library of Congress)

Note the following is text from
the sign:

GENERAL HOWARD’S
WAGON TRAIN.
under Major Spurgin crossed
THE CANON OF
Cascade Creek at this point.
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