Breakfast on the Bighorns

In 1972, former FSMS President James A. Thigpenn Il (1964-1965) was in correspondence with William Roy
Bandy, a surveyor in Montana. Bandy was sending Thigpenn letters that detailed his life of surveying, and
included the painting shown below, which is titled "Breakfast on the Big Horns". The painting, a recreation of a
photograph, depicts Bandy's survey crew in the Big Horn Mountains in northern Wyoming in 1912. The text
beneath the painting is the story Bandy wrote to accompany the painting.
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recalls to mind; deeds of yesteryear, possibly tender moments words cannot describe!
"Art! Its value lies in what its worth to live with, for that is the true value of Art".
The decision to take a picture of the camp that morning came to me on the spur
of the moment as I awaited the call to breakfast, enjoying the aroma of frying mountain
grouse and the coffee pot. The bright sun rising slowly in the east, behind me, cast
a warm glow upon the colorful domestic scene ahead, catching a perfect view of my
wife, Inez, as she stands rosy cheeked that frosty morning between the stove and the
red and green painted wagon. She dominates the scene as the center of attraction, so
aptly planned by the skillful artist.

With the stove loaded with frying pans, and skillets, she deftly spears a choice
piece of tender grouse with that ever busy left hand of hers. So intent is she, my
picture taking went unnoticed. It is that unforgettable scene that I wished to record
for the admiration of future generations!

I should mention here that I was not really in the picture. The artist painted me
in place of the teamster who was standing there expectantly, with plate in hand! My
brother, Willis, standing in rear had bagged the tasty grouse with his 22 Special Colts.

About Our Camp

Our little camp stood there, nestled in the shelter of a natural cove. Protected
from the north winds by towering Sheep Mountain (not shown). The background of our
camp scene is a most unusual one for a wagon camp to have in mid-summer. It was
none other than a 50 foot deep bank of crusted snow, the remains of drifts many times
that size. After breakfast the crew could not resist the temptation to have a frolic on
the snowdrift on that mid-summer day, and have their pictures made as they clamored
over the ice-hard snow. The very existence of this giant snowdrift testifies to the high
altitude of the place, which, according to a nearby bench mark established by the
U. S. Geological Survey, is 9546 feet above sea level.

Although we were well above timber line, and it froze ice every night, many alpine
flowers and shrubs were struggling to live out their life cycle in spite of the handicaps!
As the snowedge moved slowly upward, gradually uncovering the dormant plants, the
impatient buttercups, Johnny Jumpups, snowdrops, and clustering rock asters lost no
time in adding their "thing'' to brighten their part of the world.

Even with an inch or more of snow yet to go, the sun's life giving rays penetrated
the icy pane, causing the struggling bulb to push up through the ice, straighten up its
head and unfold in all its glory! Some of us stuck flowers in our hatbands. It was
proper to pick wild flowers under those circumstances! That was as it should be. How
else would the little flower get up in the world? That was their only chance to add their
bit! Had it not been for our accidental visit, those beauties might have lived in vain!
Probably a long, long wait before other visitors came.
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Other Visitors

The existence of half buried teepee rocks nearby bore silent proof of other visits
by humans ages ago. Who? When? Let's pretend it was a demure Indian maiden
happily picking flowers in the alpine garden above the clouds!

Permanent Residents!

As we romped over the rocky ledges along the ridge top, and over the long slide-
rock slopes, other residents made their presence known. A brown marmot the size of
a badger would stand at the door of his rocky home and bark his defiance. Then lope
to his neighbor's door, keeping flat on the ground. His short legs, made for digging,
seemed to stick out instead of down as he ran. The little four inch long coney sits on
his haunches with his ears sticking up, and his mouth full of grass. He's ready to dive
in if you make a false move. He's the greatest hay maker! He's forever carrying hay
into his den, preparing for a hard winter!

But we must move on! We've got surveying to do at the end of the road! With
wagons piled high with tents and beds, we climb on top and yell "Wagons Ho. " Winding
along the top of the highest ridge we felt as though we were looking down at the whole
world! But Lo! Glancing skyward we saw a black speck a half mile above us. A bald
eagle, wings motionless, sailed, apparently without effort. Maintaining silent vigil
over his domain below! Not much happens in the eagle's homeland that escapes his
notice. If a stranger goes near his nesting place, he is quick to scream a warning.
Surprisingly, seeing the big bird sailing so high above us, we never once even imagined
that one day we might be performing more improbable feats.

The old trail we have been following has now lead us to where the mountains
break off into a series of spurs and canyons sloping down to the prairie lands on the
Crow Indian Reservation in Montana. For a ways we are in a sort of no man's land,
near the State Line.

The trail begins to peter out. The sheepmen of Wyoming did not graze their
sheep in the Indian Reservation and had no reason for taking wagons beyond this point.
Likewise, the Indians had no reason for making a road into Wyoming. Being in a
strange land with no wagon tracks to follow, we had to judge for ourselves the best
route to take to get off the mountain.

To guide us, we could see in the hazy distance, a green streak outline the posi-
tion of the cottonwoods and fields along the Big Horn River. Off to the right was a
smaller green strip where the Little Horn ran. Our plan was to hit the Little Horn
valley a few miles north of the Montana Boundary Line. With those features in mind,
we must pick our own way, always mindful of the possibility of coming to a jumping
off place where we could not get wagons over.
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Correspondence between Bandy and Thigpenn. Bandy was 27 years old at the time of the painting in 1912. He
passed away just months after this letter was written, in July of 1972 at age 87.

Member Login

Announcements

Register for conference now!
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