


38

Author

The Bandys with their Indian guide, Big Corral,
on the bank of the Big Horn River in August 1912

N 1912, when I was 27 years old,
I was employed by the U.S. Gen-
eral Land Office to assist in sur-
veying the remaining unsurveyed
public lands in the outlying areas of
the mountainous West. Such a sur-
vey was necessary to enable the home-
steaders to locate the boundary lines
of their claims and to obtain title to
them. That was a free service fur-
nished the citizens by the federal
government to promote the settle-
ment of the Western States.

The job was a somewhat nomadic
one, requiring much moving from
one district to another to meet the
needs of new settlers coming to look
for homestead land. My party con-
sisted of five survey aids, a teamster,
and a camp cook.

My wife Inez and I had not been
married very long when I got that
survey job. We saw it would take me
away from home for months at a
time, camping throughout the moun-
tains. Inez wanted to go along, stay
in camp where she could be helpful
to me, and incidentally see a lot of
new country. Regulations prevented
anyone from living in a government
maintained camp unless they were
employees of the Government, so she
volunteered to give the cooking job
a try.

I was glad to find her willing and
desirous of sharing in the camp life,
which meant living in a tent with a
dirt floor, sleeping on the ground,
with the wind flapping the canvas
and kicking up dust all day long, to-
gether with many other inconveni-
ences foreign to a Missouri girl fresh
from home.

She was a little dubious as to
whether she could please the men
with her cooking, because she had
never cooked before except to help
her mother. I encouraged her by say-
ing the boys would be easy to cook
for because they were always hun-
gry. The field men took sandwiches
every work day for lunch, and they
put up their own lunches while at
the breakfast table, which made it
easier for the cook.

So I bought her a White House
Cook Book and she was in business.
It worked out fine. She stayed with
it for three summers, while we had
no children.

Because she was raised in Mis-
souri, camp life in a tent on the
western frontier presented many
problems she had never heard of,
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Breakfast in the Bighorns

by William Roy Bandy

This scene is based on a photo taken by
Roy Bandy in 1912 of their camp on the
summit of the Big Horn Mountains. Inez
Bandy is preparing breakfast. Artist
Shorty Shope did an oil painting of the
photo in 1947 and substituted Roy Bandy
(shown left) in place of the teamster
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Article reprinted by permission from
“Our Public Lands,” the official publi-
cation of the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, U.S. Department of the Interior.
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A month after the breakfast scene shown on the preceding page, the sur-
veying party was camped at the Broderick homestead in four feet of snow

As a souvenir of their surveying expedition, Inez Bandy brought home one
of the many rattlesnakes killed on the trip. This one has thirteen rattles

Public land surveyors pursued their quest over almost trackless wastes
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most of which arose when she was
alone in camp and had to cope as
best she could. A windstorm might
swoop in and flatten the tents, or
the wind some times worked the
stovepipe loose from the stove with a
fire going. At such times she would
have to grab a gunny sack and fit the
pipe back on the stove before the
canvas caught fire—soot flying all
over and settling on the table and
dishes. There was seldom a dull mo-
ment, it seemed.

Her most vivid recollection was
her first encounter with a pack rat,
an animal she had never seen before.
One morning while washing dishes
at the stove, she looked back at the
cupboard and spied an animal watch-
ing her over the edge of the ginger-
snap keg. She said its big ears, bug
eyes, and long whiskers looked pretty
savage to her. We were all in the
field at the time, leaving her alone
in the wild and unknown land. She
remembered the old revolver that I
kept under my pillow. Although she
had never shot a gun, she hurried to
get the pistol.

Taking rest on the table, she fired
at the beast. When the smoke from
the black powder shell cleared away,
up popped the head again, its eyes
glittering and its tail slapping the
side of the carton. She shot the re-
maining shells with no result ex-
cept to riddle the messbox. Not to
be outdone, she courageously
wrapped a gunny sack around the
gingersnap box and nailed the pack-
age tight in an empty egg crate.

When we returned to camp, she
proudly pointed to the egg crate and
asked us to take a look at what
was inside and name it. She enjoyed
telling that story later to her wide-
eyed grandchildren. When a rattle-
snake coiled up between the stove
and the sugar sack one day, she knew
how to deal with it. On the plus side,
it was not long before she acquired
a pet magpie that learned to squawk
a few words. Later on she picked up
a “bum” lamb that would stand at
the oven door wagging its long tail
for biscuits.

Now we were on a long move over-
land to the W. T. Broderick home-
stead and the Hilton Lodge in Wyo-
ming, east of the Little Big Horn
River and south of Wyola, Montana.

Although the distance from Cooke
City, Montana, our starting point,
to our destination the summit of the
Big Horn Mountains was only about
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120 miles, we had to go as far south
as Cody, Wyoming, and loop back
across the border once to get through
the almost trackless mountains with
our wagon and crew. This made the
journey 150 miles long.

As was the practice in those days,
we carried with us food supplies,
horse feed, tents, bedrolls, dishes—
everything we needed to live off the
country for weeks at a time. There
were no swank motels or garish ham-
burger stands dotting the landscape
as there are now. It was the custom
throughout the West then for travel-
lers to stop overnight whenever dark-
ness overtook them. They thought
nothing of pitching camp on the
edge of a town rather than go to a
hotel or rooming house.

Bad mudholes and steep hills
sometimes made the trail almost im-
passable. Once we got stuck with the
bedwagon and had to carry a part of
the load by hand ahead to dry
ground. In Sunlight we met Forest
Supervisor R. W. Allen, now Presi-
dent of the Shoshone National Bank
of Cody, who gave us helpful advice
about roads.

We passed over Dead Indian Hill,
the famous landmark where one go-
ing west must drag a good sized tree
with the limbs still on it to keep the
wagon from getting ahead of the
horses. The first night out we camped
on the head of Pat O’Hara Creek at
the foot of Hart Mountain. There
the wolves kept us awake with their
blood-curdling howls.

The second night out we were at
the Cody bridge. There we replen-
ished our supplies and also soaked
ourselves in DeMaris Hot Springs,

the outdoor bathing pool of bub-
bling sulphur water located on the
bank of the Shoshone River west of
the bridge.

We did not expect to see much of
interest on our trip east from Cody
across the Dry Creek basin, a wind-
whipped desert of saltsage and
greasewood. Several native inhabi-
tants of the basin greeted us, how-
ever. One was a happy yellow-breast-
ed meadow lark with a black spot on
his chest. He was singing from his
perch on a greasewood. Another was
a bob-olink, a black bird with a
white spot on his wings. He did his
usual “thing” by flying straight up
30 or 40 feet high, then gracefully
floating down as he sang his stan-
dard song, which the poet quotes
as “bob-o-link, bob-o-link, spink-
spank-spink.” We saw lots of prairie
dogs barking from the side of their
holes, their short tails bobbing with
each effort.

We crossed the Big Horn River at
Kane, Wyoming, and camped at the
foot of the mountain. The next day
Inez and I took a shortcut and
walked ahead while the men doub-
led up the teams and pulled each
wagon up one at a time. It turned
out more of a climb than we had
anticipated.

About noon we got hungry and
discovered that we had inadvertent-
ly left our lunches in the wagons.
Seeing a sheep wagon over by a
spring, we swung over to it. There
was no one home, but we saw a part
of a mutton hung in a tree wrapped
in a flour sack. It looked like “man-
na from heaven” to us. Inez fried
some mutton chops, opened a can
of tomatoes and of corn, and we had
a feast. We left a thank-you note for
the nice sheepherder. It was late af-
ternoon before we caught up with
the wagons again and climbed a-
board joyously. It was a great relief
to settle ourselves in a spring seat
again. We could enjoy nature’s in-
teresting scenes much better from
that comfortable vantage point.

Our caravan was then travelling
northward along the summit of the
Big Horn Mountains, following a
deeply-worn trail which was prob-
ably pounded out first in ancient
times by the hooves of those early
road engineers the American bison.

Those animals, which we common-
ly call buffalo, are renowned for
their uncanny ability to choose the
most practical route when travelling
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