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C&A GRANT #1127: IDENTIFYING AFRICAN AMERICAN RESOURCES
SPONSORED BY ‘THE MONTANA HISTORICAL SOCIETY
FEBRUARY 8, 2005

This is a special project grant to collect information abont family papers, photographs, archival collections, and personal memories relating to black
history in Montana. Specifically, this grant will fund the biring of a temporary professional research historian to identify black heritage resources and
compile pertinent information into an accessible database.

Recorded African American History is difficult to find in
Montana. For example, the eatly economics of black
communities were not compatible with expensive picture
taking and the social environment didn’t lend itself to
newspaper coverage. Yet we must understand that the
history of Montana and the nation will never be complete
without the African American story.

Most of us accept the belief that our future is best guided
by our history. We also believe that knowledge of our
history has inspirational value, particularly in the shaping
of young minds. It is extremely important that Montana’s
full history is conveniently available to all people.

Some rationalize that limited access to Black History in
Montana is due to their small numbers and lack of national
mobility, but there was a small but significant Black
presence in many Montana communities. Leah Ward,
populatly known as the “Angel of Mercy” for her
benevolent service, came up the Missouri to Fott Benton
in 1870. She started out operating her own laundty and
lived there, caring for the sick, until she died in 1891, We
would like to learn more about Leah. We know there ate
many mote stories like hers and we need to learn about
them and include them in our history.

The objectives of this project are to identify African
American History material and prepare that information
for public access. This will give students, teachers, and
authors opportunities to acquire the information that they
need to learn about the African American experience, -
effectively teach the subject, and write about it accurately.

This project will require the participation and genetosity of
the public in the form sharing their stories and historic
material. By funding this project, the State of Montana -
will establish itself as the leader in the effort, thus
providing the legitimacy needed to encourage public
support. For all of the reasons given, we strongly believe
that this grant will benefit all Montanans by presenting a
more complete picture of Montana’s diverse history and
by giving the world a better understanding of Aftican
American contributions in the development of the West.

African Americans who came to Montana participated
in all aspects of state development, and became an
important part of society.

*

James Beckwoutrth, a black Mountain Man from
Virginia, exploted, trapped, and traded in Montana.
Jim lived among the Blackfeet and Crow INations in
the 1830s.

¢ Photographer J. P. Ball and Joseph B. Bass were
newspaper editors in Helena.

¢+ James Snowden of Miles City was a skilled
blacksmith. _

¢ Duke and Maria Dutrieulle were community leaders
in Fort Benton, Helena, and Belt.

4 William C. Irvin served as a Helena Police Officer in
1888.

¢+ William M. Morgan was Constable in Great Falls in
1894, probably the first black to hold elected office in
the State.

¢  Walter Dorsey and his family ran a popular grocery in
Helena.

¢ Samuel Lewis was a Bozeman business owner.

As time went on, Montana produced its own notable

blacks.

¢ Emmanuel Taylor Gordon, from White Sulphur

Springs, became an internationally known vaudeville
performer and spirituals singer.

Bunky Thomas of Miles City rose high in the
national ranks of the Postal Service.

Alma Jacobs served as the Great Falls and the State
Librarian from the 1950s through her rettrement n
1983.

Zip Rhoades was a talented basketball player from
Kalispell and the University of Montana.

We have limited information on a precious few of these
people, and have tantalizing leads about others. The
Identifying African American Resources project promises
to shed new light and encourage scholarship on these and
other blacks who helped to shape out common heritage.
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By mbz.._><.._.>_..<<>z_

Tribune Staff Writer A

Of all the people who
braved the frontier of the Cas-
cade area around the turn of
the century, few inspired as
many stories as Mary Fields,
ak.a. Stagecoach Mary, a.ka.
Black Mary. -

She was- UO.H.D into slavery
around 1832 ih Tennessee to
the family of a classmate of
Mother Amadeus, the main
force” behind the presence of
the Ursuline Order at St. Pe-
ter’s Mission. -

Freed by the Ernancipation
Proclamation, she came west
from Ohio ‘when she was
ahout 53. Legend holds that in
1884, she heard that Mother
Amadeus had pneumonia, so
she made her way to Montana
to take care of her.

nn

‘They say she had such m_ﬁmaum_‘ the @,..h_w_m were

afraid to come to school. She was the terror of

the no::ﬁém_am

— Sister Mary Grace Connelly,
speaking about ‘Black Mary’

33

For the next decade, as the
mission educated white and
Indiany children by the hun-
dreds, Mary was a fixture,
hauling freight to and from
Cascade, raising chickens and
vegetables, doing laundry.

At the time, the roads were
bad: wolves and hostile Indi-
ans sometimes made things
worse. A few times when her
stagecoach overturned, she
stayed with bher cargo
overnight or longer to pro-

tect it. .
But Mary was no nun. She
was reputed to have a taste for

whiskey, cigars and coarse

language. She never went
anywhere without packing a

-, pistol and was said to have

fought at least one duel,

“They said she had such a

temper, the girls were afraid
to come to school,” Sister
Mary Grace Connelly, an
archivist at the Ursuline Cen-
ter, wraote years later. “She

was the ﬁmn.ow % the country-
gide®
She could &.Em horses bet-

. ter than most. mwm stood near-
ly 6 feet tall dhd 'wore mostly.

men’s Qonﬁnm. all of which
led at least one visitor to refer
to her as “that colored man”
after a coach ride from the
train depot.

In 1894, she was Enme out
of the mission-after a brawl
with a hired hand she said she
caught stealing.

So she found a new calling
in"the new town of Cascade,
opening up a restaurant. But
she was so generous, it was
gaid, that she ran herself out
of business.

So she reinvented herself as
Cascade’s postmistress, be-
coming only the second
woman in U.S. history to be
given a postal route. She took

to mzoﬁmromw.. when - condi-
. tions warranted. .

:» She was a local favorite, a
mascot of  the baseball

feam, and her birthday
was a town eévent she en-
joyed ‘so much that she
celebrated it twice a year.
‘She was the only woman,
other than those of ill re-
pute, permitted in the lo-
cal saloons. b

At about age 70, she re-
tired from the postal serv-
ice and took in laundry to
make ends meet. By 1910,
the New Cascade Hotel had
a policy of giving her meals
for free.

Her laundry burned down
in 1912, but was rebuilt
with labor and supplies fur-
nished. by other residents.
She died, unmarried and
childless, on Dec. 5, 1914,

‘Black Mary”
Fields
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Since 1891, worshippers have kept the faith

at Union Bethel church. They aren’t about to stop now.

By PAULA WILMOT
Tribune Staff Writer

Like the popular children’s
story about a little train engine
that could, Great Falls’ Union
Bethel African Methodist Epis-
coepal Chureh i the little church

that could.
Built in 1891 and rebuilt on

the same spot in 1917, the
beloved church has been open
continuously at the same loca-

tion ever since — even during

hard times when members of
the congregation were forced to

‘take turns paying the utility

bills.

“Whenever two gather, you
continue on,” said Kathy Reed,
43, a life member of the church.

.“After being open all these

years, I promise you that church
wori't close its doors.”
A move to list the church on

the National Register of His- -
;toric Places has Reed's support.
‘She sees it as a tribute to those

who worked so hard to build
the church so many years ago.

Pastor of the church since
1999, Robeit Payne, 33, said the
designatiort is important
because it will show all races
that there was an African-Amer-
ican presence outside the South
in 1891 strong enough to build a
church'in such an unlikely place
as Montana.

During a l5-year pericd
when Union Bethel had fo pas-

tor, Frank Ghee and Eva Reed,
"Kathy's mother, made sure

there was worship every Sun-
day. “Sometimes we had visit-
ing ministers; sometimes we
preached ourselves. The Lord

has always blessed this church,”

- Ghee said. . : R
Giving the church a place on

the Historic Register will be like

rolling out a welcome mat,

according to Ghee, 66. “It'll say

‘hey, y'all, here is a place where

you can come and meet God.””
Just ag Ghee and Eva Reed

kept the church going, he said

See CHURCH, 5P

God, th

Whenever

~two gather,

you contin-
ueon. -
After being
open all
these years,
| promise
you this
church
won't close
its doors.

~— Kathy Reed,

a lifelong
member of
Linfon Bethel
African
Methodist
Episcopal
Church

29

Reed
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the church kept Eva going. “She
didn’t die until 1989, after we had
a pastor. In fact, few of our mem-
bers have died since then. So, if
you want longevity, sign on with
us,” he said.

¢ ! v . . . []
Precious in His sight

“Black and yellow, red and
white; they're all precious in His
sight. Jesus loves the little chil-
dren of the world.” The refrain is
heard in Union Rethel every Sun-
day, according to the pastor.

“God doesn’t draw lines, and
neither do we,” said Payne.
“We're not.all African-Americans
here, and that is good.”

Although Union Bethel is often
called the “black church,” Payne

estimated the membership is 30
percent white. Several church

families are interracial, he said. -

Payne's wife and one of his two
daughters are white, he said.
" Founded more than two cen-
turies ago to protest segregation,
the African Methodist Episcopal
Church has never discriminated.
-African in the church name does-
' n’t describe the membership. It
refers to the church’s beginnings
in 1787, when Absalom Jones and
Richard Allen, two slaves who
had bought their freedom, walked
out of St. Gedrge’s Methodist
Episcopal Church in Philadelphia
to protest a pohcy requiring them
to sit at the back of the balcony.
Early services of the AME

church were held in a blacksmith

shop, -a circutnstance which is
depicted in a symbol on the wall
of the local church combining a
cross-and an anvil,

Building and building

Local historian Ken Robison,

64, became interested in obtain-
ing the historical designation for -

the church;after he'saw how
many blacks were on the early
passenger lifts of the Upper Mis-
souri - River

the late 1800s.
Roebison . began

early black histo-
ry in Montana.
According to
Robison, the first
. black resident of
¥ Great Falls was

obisun ,

Edward Simms, who arrived in_

1886 and went to work as a hotel
chef. Soon, Simms and others
formed a fledgling congregation
around teachings of the African
- Methodist Episcopal Church, By
1890, its first minister was con-
ducting services in the old fire
station building on 2nd Avenue

Steamboat Co. in-

then to document -

South near 4th Street.

A year later, the congregation
was ready to build a'church, and
city founder Paris Gibson sold the
5th Avenue South property exclu-
sively for that purpose. Selling
price was $1. The first service in
the new frame church, built for a
reported $900, was July 5, 1891.

Built over a swamp, the church
was falling to pieces after 26
years. After adding fill dirt, a new
church — of brick — was begun
on the site. A new pastor, the Rev.
G.E. Horsey, arrived in 1917 and
immediately began raising money
to complete the new Union Bethel
church, Aiming for $5,000,
Horsey targeted Great Falls’
white residents as well as its
blacks. '

He appealed to the citizens
through the Tribune: “Our good
women will come to your door for
your help; please do not turn us
away empty handed.”

The community provided then,
and continues to do so, Ghee said.

“It's amazing,” he said. “We

- miight get a gift out of the blue of,

.5ay, $500, and the next thing you
know something needs fixing and
it costs $500. God prepared us to
take care of that church.”

Interior walls have been
patched and p&inted. Pews, which
are original, have been reuphol-
stered. Wiring has been replaced
and the steeple has been reshin-
gled, but the Gothic-arched
stained glass windows, destroyed
by vandals 30 years ago; have
been replaced with amber-col-
ored textured glass.

Providing handicap access will
be difficult, according t6 Ghee. “A
ramp would affect the structural
integrity of the building. We need
the guidance of engineers for that
project.”

Robison hopes the historical
designation will .help the church

raise money for such projects.

TRIBUNE PHOTO BY STUART 5. WHITE

Unian Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Chureh, 916 5th Ave. S, is
ong of the oldest churches in Great Falls.

Double duty

When Payne arrived in Great
Falls, he began a double life as
pastor of Union.Bethel Church
and a missile officer at Malm-
strom Air Force Base. The mijnis-
ter is an Air Force major,
assigned to MAFB until 2004.

“I love the military, and I'm
called to preach. This is ideal for
me,” he said. In fact, he said, his
full-time salary from the Air
Force enables the little church to
have an ordained minister, which
it otherwise couldn’t afford.

Church membership numbered
just 17 when Payne arrived in

19989. He succeeded & Seattle pas- -

tor who preached in the little
Great Falls church twice a month.
5till, Payne was startled when
pews held as few as eight wor-
shippers for some of his first ser-
mons at Union Bethel.

But, like Kathy Reed and her
parvents before her, he “continued
on,” grateful for these who had
assembled to worship. “They
were a testament of the greatness
of God,” he said.

Now, services usually attract b5
or 60 worshippers, he said, and
the congregation blossomed to 90
or more on Easter Sunday. Mem-
bership is now 60.

“I don’t believe in accidents.
God has ordered this for me, and
if the Air Force sends me to a

place where there isn't a church, .

it will be-a sign that God has sent
me there to start one.”

Reaching out

It's the responsibility of a
church to be involved in the livey
of the people in the community,
Payne said, and expanding
church outreach is an important
goal of Union Bethel Church.

Weekly food distributions,
monthly preaching at the Rescue
Mission and regular Bible studies

L '}

Sunday services

Union ‘Bethel African Methodist
Episcopal Church has Sunday school
at :45 a.m., followed by worship at
11. Bible study is &t 7 p.m. Wednes-
days and 6:30 p.m. Fridays. Breakfast
is served the first Sunday of the
month at 8:30 a.m.

are among the ways church mem-
bers are reaching out to the-com-
munity. Breakfast is served one
Sunday-a month before services.

“I'm in -awe aver what has
taken place with that church,”
Ghee said. “It's endearing for me
and the community.”

That sentiment is exactly what
Payne wants. “Sure, Id like to
replace the stained-glass win-
dows, but my biggest concern is
to help people belong here. Then,
the numbers will take care of
themselves,” he said.

For Reed, love of the church
has always been the peaple first,
then the structure. “Of course, we
need the building in order to give
the people a place where they're
welcome,” she said. “My parents
visited a number of churches, but
they gravitated to the AME
church because of the warmth,”
she said.

Looking back

“Our family built a kinship at

-Union Bethel,” Reed said, This

Easter, the little children remind-
‘ed her of her childhood, when the
Reed family was sometimes the
entire Sunday school.

“I found myself remembering
the speeches we used fo give on

. Easter Sunday, especially my

brother’s part, quoting the short-
est verse in the Bible, ‘Jesus
wept.” That was a big deal for
him,” she said.

She chuckled at the memory of
her brother eating almost all of
the communion wafers. “We were
left with the crumbs,” she said.

Although Payne is active mili-
tary and Ghee and his wife are

Air Force veterans, not all blacks -

in. Great Falls have a Malmstrom
connection, Reed noted. Her
father, Eddie, came to Great Falls
1o play baseball with the profes-
sional farm team. then called the
Electrics. His wife was a lab tech-
nician at McGregor Clinic.
According to the 1900 census,
blacks accounted for 128 of Great
Falls’ 14,930 residents. In 2000,

the Great Falls population of °

African-Americans, alone and in
combination with other races,
numbered 782 of the city’s popu-
lation of 56,6%0. Of MAFB’s 2000
count of 4,544, 369 were African-
Americans, alone and mixed race.



