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The Federal Highway Administration, in cooperation with the National Park Service and 
the United States Forest Service, proposes to reconstruct a segment of the Beartooth 
Highway through Wyoming. The planning process included the August 2003 publication 
of the Final Environmental Impact Statement and Final Section 4(F) Statement. Working 
with ERO Resources Corp. of Denver, Colorado, the Federal Highway Administration 
authorized development of a National Register of Historic Places nomination by 
Historical Research Associates, Inc. of Missoula, Montana (2005) and the Historic 
American Engineering Record documentation by RMC-Consultants, Inc. of Denver, 
Colorado (2005). 
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The Red Lodge- Cooke City Approach Road, straddling the Montana-Wyoming state 
line through Carbon and Park Counties, Montana and Park County, Wyoming, was the 
first approach road to a national park built under the United States National Park 
Approaches Act of 1931. Ending at Yellowstone National Park near its northeast corner, 
the highway was routed across the top of the Beartooth Plateau and along several 
upstream drainages of the Missouri River Basin. Built between 1931 and 1938, the 
highway is significant for its historical context, in particular its engineering in 
accomplishing the challenging construction, its role in local and regional economic 
development, its association with the National Park Approaches Act of 1931, the 
complex federal-state-private partnerships that enabled its authorization and construction, 
and its integration of landscape design elements of park development of the 1930s. 

This Historic American Engineering Record study of the Beartooth Highway documents 
the currently designated Segment 4 of the road ( of 7 total), as divided by the Federal 
Highway Administration during a 1993 assessment of the road. 

Accompanying this narrative are four narratives addressing specific attributes of the 
historic stone bridges within Segment 4; these are filed as: 

HAER No. WY-92-A 
Beartooth Highway, Beartooth Lake Bridge 

HAER No. WY-92-B 
Beartooth Highway, Little Bear Creek Bridge #1 

HAER No. WY-92-C 
Beartooth Highway, Little Bear Creek Bridge #2 

HAER No. WY-92-D 
Beartooth Highway, Long Lake Bridge 

Additional information regarding the Beartooth Highway may be available in 
HAER No. MT-126 
Beartooth Highway 
Montana 

Background and Historical Context 
Known by several names, including the Red Lodge - Cooke City Approach Road, the 
Red Lodge- Cooke City Highway, U.S. Highway 212, and Wyoming Forest Highway 4 
(portion through Park County, Wyoming, only), the 67-mile route is most commonly 
called the "Beartooth Highway" named for the geological and topographic features of the 
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highway's surroundings. The road crosses federal lands for the majority of its route, most 
being administered by the U.S. Forest Service of the U. S. Department of Agriculture. 
The Shoshone National Forest in Wyoming, and the Gallatin National Forest and the 
Custer National Forest in Montana share management for lands adjacent to the highway. 
These properties include camping and recreational areas accessible via the road. 
Wilderness and roadless areas also border the corridor, including the Absaroka-Beartooth 
Wilderness along portions of the north and west of the road, and the North Absaroka 
Wilderness along the southwest section. Several small commercial enterprises are located 
on leased and patented in-holdings within the federal lands, most of which provide visitor 
services related to the Beartooth Highway. Finally, some private lands adjacent to the 
highway are located within the towns of Cooke City and Silver Gate, Montana, and to the 
southwest of Red Lodge, Montana (1). 

The landscape feature rises as a huge uplift geological formation some 50 to 80 million 
years in age. Named "Na Pet Say" by the Crow Tribe, the "Beartooth" peak rises from 
the top of the plateau, and gives its name to many of the region's geographical features. 
Known to native peoples, trappers and traders who explored the area through the 
centuries, the Beartooth Plateau remained largely undocumented until the late 19111 

Century. 

Although several government expeditions attempted but failed to accomplish the feat of 
traversing the challenging landscape, the inspection tour led by General Philip H. 
Sheridan crossed the Beartooth Plateau from west to east in late August of 1882. Leaving 
Green River, Wyoming on August 7, General Sheridan and his paiiy of 129 officers, 
enlisted men and support crews circled west and north, eventually following the Snake 
River into Yellowstone National Park. Leaving the north end of the park, the expedition 
passed through the tiny settlement of Cooke City, and climbed Colter Pass, there meeting 
a guide, George Geer, who claimed to lmow a way across the Beartooth that might save 
the general and his men three days of travel. Sheridan agreed to try. At the end of the first 
day, August 26, the group camped along the Clarks Fork Yellowstone River, and the 
following day began the ascent of the western slope of the plateau. On the 2i1\ the group 
settled into camp just off the northwest slope of Beartooth Butte. The next morning, they 
crossed what is now the highway path just east of Long Lake. Moving toward the 
southeast, the expedition followed the divide between Little and Big Rocky Creeks down 
the steep descent to the valley of Line Creek with the loss of only one mule, and a total 3-
day trek of about 25 miles. Sheridan moved his troops quickly down several drainages to 
the Yellowstone River, and finally to Billings, where the expedition boarded the Northern 
Pacific Railroad for Chicago. Sheridan's report of the expedition included a long section 
on the four days spent near and on the Beartooth, and he stated his belief that "by this 
trail the distance from the mouth of the Clark's Fork to Cooke City will be three days 
shorter than by the old Clark's Fork trail, and I believe that it can be made, if it is not 
now, a better trail than the other" (2). 

In addition to an assessment of transportation routes, General Sheridan commented in his 
report on the conditions of communities and industries, principally mining, in the region 
through which the expedition passed. With the discovery of gold in the early 1860s, 
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Montana became a destination for prospectors, investors, and several govermnent 
exploring expeditions. Journeys led by the Folson-Cook-Peterson party in 1869 and the 
group of Washburn, Langford and Doane in 1870 were followed by the famed Hayden 
Survey of 1871, which carefully documented the grandeur of the region that the 
Yellowstone National Park was established in 1872 as the first national park. 

Gold had been discovered in the area of what is now Cooke City in 1869, on territory that 
was officially part of the Crow Reservation. Despite early encounters with the Indians, 
prospectors traveled in increasing numbers to the placer fields of the surrounding 
mountains. Sufficient quantities of other minerals - silver, lead, zinc, and copper - were 
located to name the area the New World Mining District. The regional promotion of the 
area's wealth brought tremendous numbers of fortune-seekers within a few years, such 
that by 1880, the Crow Nation had agreed to cede this land. Congress ratified the change 
two years later (3). 

Transportation became the major issue for all involved in the industrial development of 
the New World Mining District. Philadelphia financier Jay Cooke, supporter of the 
Northern Pacific Railroad, visited the area and vowed to bring the railroad to the growing 
town that named itself Cooke City in his honor. With the closest rail terminus in the town 
of Ci1mabar, north of Gardiner, Montana, the distance was more than 50 miles, and part 
of that distance ran through the northeastern portion of Yellowstone National Parle 
Despite attempts to secure a right-of-way through the park, a railroad was never built to 
connect Cooke City to the region of Cinnabar and Gardiner, the towns that remained the 
transportation terminus closest to the area for the next six decades. Wagon roads and toll 
bridges were built by private entrepreneurs along the corridor. Part of the route traversed 
a park road, which was, according to official U.S. Army management, the least improved 
roadway in the park and was impassable for several months of the year. Over this road, 
workers and supplies went to the mines, while ore was shipped out to market (4). 

The situation remained unchanged until 1915, when the first automobiles were allowed 
into the park. That season, a local mining entrepreneur proposed to pay maintenance and 
license fees to the park in return for use of the park roads by large motorized trucks and 
trailers to haul supplies, machinery and supplies. Although Robert McKay did not renew 
his agreement the following year, and other local companies did not meet the National 
Park Service (NPS) requirements for similar agreements, mining companies proposed a 
new hard-surfaced road or a rail line through the park's northeastern corner. By 1920, the 
discussions turned to alternatives, and Yellowstone National Park Superintendent Horace 
Albright proposed a road from Red Lodge to Cooke City as an alternative, an option that 
would more easily link the larger city of Billings to the mining area, and enable easier 
tourist access to the park and its surroundings (5). 

While precious metals continued to be important in the New World Mining District, coal 
mining grew in significance to the local economy. Coal was discovered soon after gold, 
and mining for the fossil fuel began near Cooke City in 1887 with the founding of the 
Rocky Fork Coal Company. For this industry, efficient and inexpensive transportation 
was even more important than for hard-rock mining, as the volumes implicit in coal 
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mining were so much greater than metals. Coal fueled the smelters and plants in the Butte 
and Anaconda areas and powered the trains. By 1889, the Northern Pacific railroad had 
arrived in Red Lodge, across the Beartooth Plateau from the mines in the mountains 
above Cooke City. The local population and the production output from mines increased 
tremendously within the next decades, until a sharp decline following World War I (6). 

Tourists contributed to the regional economy in increasing numbers. Despite a lack of 
comforts and amenities, 500 people are said to have visited Yellowstone National Park in 
its first year 1872-73 (7). With the arrival of the railroad in Cinnabar and Gardiner, 
tourist numbers grew, and communities throughout the region began to see the potential 
of such income. As sheep and cattle ranching declined, in part as public lands were 
closed to open range in an attempt to reduce grazing impact on scenic landscapes, a new 
industry, dude ranching, increased in popularity. Tourist ranches opened throughout the 
region, but only a few were easily accessed by rail or through the park. For residents of 
Red Lodge, the lack of direct access to the west was a significant economic hardship. 

An early advocate for good automobile roads in south-central Montana was Red Lodge 
physician John C. F. Siegfriedt, who was the first to begin raising money for a road 
connecting Red Lodge and Cody, Wyoming. Teaming up with local newspaper publisher 
0. H.P. Shelley, the two began to lobby Congress for funding to support new highways 
in the region. By the end of World War I, the two had shifted their efforts to focus on a 
highway linking Red Lodge and Cooke City, an effort they thought was as feasible as it 
was desirable. When Siegfriedt invested money in a 1920 reconnaissance of a route over 
the Plateau, Shelley, at that time secretary of the Beartooth Boosters Club, became active 
as a local and state leader in the road's promotion. Shelley organized rallies, invited and 
accompanied federal and state dignitaries on trips to the area, wrote numerous editorials 
and feature stories about the need for a highway linkage, and eventually persuaded 
Montana Congressman Scott Leavitt of the importance of the proposed road. Using the 
damage to the park roads from industrial transport, and the potential for increased 
industrial growth in Montana as selling points for appropriation requests, Leavitt engaged 
the support of Montana's Senator Thomas Walsh to join him in obtaining the needed 
legislation and funding for the road from Congress (8). 

Taking the proposal for a new road to the federal government level caused a shift in the 
primary purpose of the project. While Montana boosters focused on the need for 
industrial transportation as economic development, federal officials voiced their support 
for the project as an avenue to the opening of scenic natural areas to the public. The role 
of the road as an entrance to one of the greatest and most popular national parks took 
center stage as legislation was crafted and introduced in 1925. Passing the Senate easily, 
the bill wound up as a rider to the Department of the Interior appropriations proposal. It 
was hotly contested in the House of Representatives, and eventually defeated the 
following year. A second bill was put forth by Walsh, with its wording emphasizing the 
need for the road as it related to the Park. Shelley and Park Superintendent Horace 
Albright testified in favor of the legislation, but no action was taken by Congress (9). 
Although no funds were appropriated for the road's construction, the Bureau of Public 
Roads (BPR) moved forward with the survey in 1927. 
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A third attempt by Walsh clearly stated four objectives to be addressed in the road 
construction, and this bill returned to the original priority of mining interests as the top 
issue, with recreation and access to timber stands as secondary objectives. When the 
Senate again rejected the proposal, Leavitt and Walsh sought a new approach. They 
found a solution in a broader bill that authorized the development of "national park 
approach roads" that, while appearing to encourage development of such by-ways into 
national parks across the county, was clearly shaped to support the Red Lodge - Cooke 
City road initiative. The bill was debated during the 1930 and 1931 Congressional 
sessions, along with other road funding measures related to public lands, but while the 
debate centered on the size of proposed appropriations, many of the basic elements of the 
national park approach road concept remained intact. The legislation was approved in 
January 1931 and signed by President Herbert Hoover (10). 

Ironically, when planning for the road under the new bill began, it was discovered that 
the road did not meet the three very specific requirements for qualification as a funded 
national park approach road as per the act. The law specified that approach roads had to 
cross lands that were under at least 90% federal ownership, could not exceed 60 miles in 
total length, and could not have more than 40 miles in any single county. The surveyed 
distance from the park boundary to Red Lodge was 67 miles, longer than the act allowed. 
The solution was to "shorten" the formally-designated approach road by designating part 
of the distance as a different category of federally-funded highway. The BPR, the United 
States Forest Service (USFS), and the Montana State Highway Department agreed to 
place the road segment immediately southwest of Red Lodge (a total length of 8.6 miles) 
on the Federal-Aid Primary System of roadways, and thus bring the Red Lodge - Cooke 
City road within the required limits. The highway was the first of those built under the 
National Park Approaches Act, and opened to public use in 1936 (11). 

Significant Individuals and Agencies 
The planning and construction of the Beartooth Highway was the result of a partnership 
that included several federal agencies, local Montana political and business interests, and 
private contractors from across the nation. Congressionally funded through an 
appropriation linked to successful legislation, the highway project involved a broad 
spectrum of participants. Discussion of federal government agency partners and the 
construction contractors follows; information regarding the regional business and 
political participants in the development of the highway will be addressed in the 
historical background and context portion of this narrative. 

Agencies from two federal departments were at the center of this highway project. The 
National Park Service of the Department of the Interior and the U. S. Forest Service of 
the Department of Agriculture were the primary land management agencies, and worked 
in partnership with the Bureau of Public Roads within the Department of Agriculture 
(predecessor to the current Federal Highway Administration). Although the Beartooth 
Highway was the first road built under the auspices of the National Park Approaches Act 
of 1931, the formal project relationship between the NPS and the BPR began several 
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years earlier. A 1926 "Memorandum of Agreement between the National Park Service 
and the Bureau of Public Roads Relating to the Survey, Construction, and Improvements 
of Roads and Trails in the National Parks and National Monuments" outlined an 
interagency partnership, which brought the strengths of both agencies to road projects 
within NPS lands. When adjacent to NPS property, lands managed by the USFS were 
included in the partnership planning for road development. 

Under the agreement, the BPR pledged its engineering expertise in road-building and 
civil construction, while the NPS brought structural and landscape designers to the team. 
Specific areas of consultation and authority were clarified as the two agencies agreed to 
cooperate in the planning and construction of roads within national parks and 
monuments, and on federal lands outside of but adjacent to areas ofNPS management, 
where the "best modern practice in the location, design, construction and improvement" 
of roadways was desired. The agreement allowed the NPS to use the work of BPR 
engineers in all phases of road development, from planning and survey to final 
construction of park roads, and in addition, allowed BPR to manage the contracting and 
fiscal activities of the projects. The NPS retained the authority for quality and design 
control, since the landscape engineers managed the final approvals of all designs in 
advance of contracting, and had final authority for inspection and approval of all 
components of project completion and contractor compliance with design specifications 
(12). 

The most significant member of the BPR team was engineer Harry Mitchell, who 
completed a preliminary survey of the proposed highway route in the summer of 1927, as 
one of the first activities planned under the Memorandum of Agreement between the 
BPR and NPS. An Oregon native with much experience in agency projects, Mitchell and 
a crew of 17 engineers and surveyors began work at the eastern end of the route in May, 
completing the survey in just over four months. Declaring that his team's proposed road 
would be possible with only one section of gradient greater than 5 percent, Mitchell 
prepared the first round of plans for the highway. Four years later, just months after the 
designation of the highway as the first park approach road, Mitchell was appointed the 
resident engineer for the construction. Taking a crew of 8 engineers, he returned to the 
Beartooth to stake out the final route of the highway. During construction from 1931 
through completion, Mitchell was fully responsible for the engineering of the project, and 
in partnership with NPS designers, for the protection of the environment and natural 
scenery during construction activities (13). His final reports for each of the highway 
sections for each contractual step in the process contain thorough and detailed 
documentation of the work, mixed with pragmatic evaluation of the process and the 
participants. 

Although the BPR engineers had long been recognized for their expertise in the most 
updated technology for road construction, the NPS landscape architects and designers had 
a shorter track record as an entity of a federal agency. The field of landscape engineering 
dated to the prior century, but with the 1916 establishment of the National Park Service 
as manager of lands in the public trust, the work of the landscape professional began to 
incorporate as much design as technical engineering. By the middle of the 1920s, the 
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pace of park development and concern for consistent, high-quality design for park 
development led to an increased role for landscape architects. Working out of the San 
Francisco office of the NPS, landscape architect Thomas Chalmers Vint built a team of 
young designers that emphasized the need for an organic sense in the design of buildings 
and structures for national parks. The increase in funding for the NPS during this period 
prompted an expanded role for such work, and in 1927, the Park Service Landscape 
Division was formalized (14). 

The office was tasked with three areas of oversight: park structures, park roads and trails, 
and the review/compliance process for park concessionaires' facilities. The field office in 
San Francisco was established as the central office for landscape work and the office's 
specialists were empowered to consult with superintendents and management of 
individual parks and monuments to ensure the best possible designs for construction 
projects of any kind. In the restructured system adding the new and specialized discipline 
of landscape architecture, the responsibilities for engineering and landscape design were 
differentiated. The engineers continued their efforts to provide services to parks without 
resident engineers, or on technical projects under special contract with individual parks. 
The new landscape division's work was broader, as it provided expertise that was rarely 
found within park staffs, and the staff specialists were charged with preliminary planning, 
layouts and drawings for park construction, and final design review. In addition, the 
agreement with the BPR added road and trail design oversight. By the middle of 1929, 
Vint's team was large enough for him to assign individual designers to particular parks; a 
Mr. J. McCarter was assigned to Yellowstone, and became active in the early phases of 
highway and facility planning for the coming decade (15). The Park Service Landscape 
Division remained a significant partner in the Beartooth Highway development through 
its 1938 construction completion. 

In 1932, two senior federal officials contributed papers to a special volume of the journal 
Civil Engineering in which they addressed design standards for roads and bridges. Frank 
Kittridge, chief engineer of the NPS who had experience within the BPR, expressed the 
opinion that all roadwork should be carefully planned, affirming that the "chief value of 
the parks to the nation is in their inspiration and educational features, and this fact must 
be recognized in making all improvements." Dr. L. I. Hewes of the BPR discussed park 
road construction and its challenges, acknowledging that most park and approach roads 
were routed through rough terrain and demanded the technology of mountain-type 
construction. He spoke of the need to balance the road purposes of effective thoroughfare 
versus recreation site, and how these impacted concerns for traffic load and visitor safety. 
Hewes concluded with a pleased recognition that the NPS philosophy of ideal park roads 
had influenced work outside park lands in several western states (16). Three years after 
the articles by Kittridge and Hewes, the NPS published Park Structures and Facilities, 
the first publication to address the issues of design standards. 

In 1936, just as the Beartooth Highway was celebrating its public opening, an official 
NPS publication, The National Parks and Emergency Conservation Work articulated the 
an agency approach to park development: 
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To keep the natural beauty of mountain, forest, lake and waterfall unspoiled yet 
within easy access of such a multitude of visitors is an interesting though often 
difficult problem. Quoting the landscape architects upon whom devolved the 
responsibility for this phase of park activities ... roads, trails, and buildings 
should all provide a maximum of scenic view, at the same time being as 
inconspicuous as possible themselves ... The landscape process begins with 
selecting locations which do not tear up the landscape or intrude into important 
views. This is followed by a study of the design, which endeavors to use native 
materials and other architectural features that will harmonize the structure with its 
surroundings. (17) 

Just two years after the formal opening of the Beartooth Highway, a multi-volume 
publication of the Department of the Interior provided an overview of design preferences 
for park structures, and examples of suitable and desirable architectural approaches to a 
broad range of structures and materials. Albert H. Good's three-volume Park and 
Recreation Structures discussed the design and construction methods for almost every 
functional type of structure found within parks where the NPS administered development 
projects. His stated philosophy for selection of examples were those "park structures and 
facilities in which principles held in esteem by park planners, landscape designers, 
engineers and architects have been happily joined in adequate provision for man's needs 
with a minimum sacrifice of the natural values present" (18). 

Physical Description 
The Beartooth Highway crosses one of the most dramatic geological formations of the 
Rocky Mountains, the Beartooth Block, a large uplift straddling a pmiion of the border 
between Montana and Wyoming. Covering an area about 75 miles by 40 miles, trending 
generally northwest to southeast, this fault-bounded feature has an abrupt rise of close to 
5,000 feet on the north and east, while falling with less sharply inclined slopes on the 
western and southern boundaries. The uplift is the highest upland of the Middle Rocky 
Mountain region, and exposes some of the earth's oldest rocks - Precambrian igneous and 
metamorphic crystalline rocks dated at 3 .96 billion years. 

To the north of the block is the broad expanse of the Beartooth Mountains, known as "the 
Granites" that forms the heart of the Abaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, and includes Granite 
Peak, Montana's highest point at 12,799 feet. This portion of the block is highly glaciated 
and rugged, lying at an average elevation higher than that of the plateau regions to the 
south and east. Closest to the highway route, the Clarks Fork Fault follows the Clarks 
Fork Yellowstone River along the Block's southwestern edge. It intersects with the long 
and sharp Beartooth Fault, which forms the eastern and northeastern boundary of the 
geological formation (19). 

The largest portion of the Block is the southeastern portion, known as the Bemiooth 
Plateau, some 2,000 feet in average elevation lower than the northern and western blocks 
of the Beartooth Uplift. Crossed by numerous small geologic fault lines, the Plateau is a 
broad and generally flat expanse of rock surface cut by creeks and revealing the remains 
of glacial lakes and till. The courses of many of the small waterways follow the faults and 



Page 10 
Beartooth Highway 
HAER No. WY-92 

cracks of the surface-exposed bedrock, and these mark the underlying geologic structures 
of the Plateau along with hundreds of small lakes and glacier-formed depressions. 
Multiple distinct erosional surfaces are visible across the tableland of the Plateau, where 
thick depths of sedimentary rock was removed over millions of years of uplift and 
weathering. 

The Beartooth Highway travels across several major physiographic zones, and may be 
described broadly in three broad segments, starting from the western terminus at the 
Yellowstone National Park entrance station at an elevation of 7,351 feet. The first section 
of the road's route (about 18 miles total) lies along the banks of Soda Butte Creek, 
paralleling this tributary of the Lamar River upstream to Colter Pass at an elevation of 
8,066 feet, and a crossing to the basin of the east-flowing Clarks Fork Yellowstone River. 
Descending over 1,000 feet to the river, the road follows the Clarks Fork for about 10 
miles to the base of the Beartooth Plateau. The second section of the highway consists of 
a 27-mile length of road ascending to Beartooth Pass and descending to the Rock Creek 
drainage. The third, or eastern section of the highway, follows Rock Creek 22 miles to 
the road's terminus at Red Lodge, Montana. 

The natural vegetation is as varied as are the geological elements of the landscape, 
reflecting the elevation, hydrology, aspect and surface cover of the environment as these 
attributes are mixed throughout the region. The road winds through areas of alpine 
tundra, coniferous forest, sagebrush and low scrub grassland, and riparian wetland. In the 
western and eastern portions of the highway, at lower elevations along river and creek 
valleys, the riparian zones are diverse in plant life, with aspen and cottonwood stands on 
the hillsides above the river terraces, where sagebrush and a variety of grasses provide 
ground cover. Higher elevations above the river include stands of lodgepole and 
white bark pine and of mixed fir and spruce (20). 

The central segment of the highway, crossing the Beartooth Plateau, traverses several 
environmental zones. The west slope of the Plateau is dotted with small watercourses, 
ponds, lakes and high altitude wetlands as well as stands of trees. In the elevations just 
below and at timberline (ranging from 9,000 to 10,000 feet), whitebark pine and 
subalpine fir are commonly stunted from the fierce cold winds that blow at all seasons. 
The perennially watered wetlands feature thick stands of willow and leafy ground covers 
along streams, pond and lake outlets, and in low-lying glacial depressions with available 
subsurface moisture. Above timberline in the higher eastern portions of the Plateau, 
alpine tundra displays a mix of over 400 species of grass, shrubs, sedges and aquatic 
plants in a range of micro-environments where water is plentiful from snow-melt year
round. In drier sections of the Plateau, and on its highest and steepest ridges, vegetation is 
sparse and clusters in areas of shallow ground deposits that allow rootholds and some 
water retention (21 ). 

Crossing this dramatic and rugged natural landscape is a single, multi-component feature: 
the 67-mile-long Beartooth Highway and its associated features within the road corridor. 
This highway length has been "divided" into discrete segments using several different 
management systems since its initial planning in 1931. While the historic period of 
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construction and subsequent decades of maintenance used four "sections" which were 
designated A, B, C, and D (unfortunately not in order in either direction), the 1993 
Beartooth Highway and Road Inventory and Needs Study by the Federal Highway 
Administration used a system of seven "segments" along the road corridor. The following 
overview physical description of the highway from west to east will use the current 
federal system of segments, while the later discussion of historical context will be based 
upon the original highway planning organization in sections. 

From the Yellowstone National Park boundary eastward to the Montana/Wyoming state 
line, Segment 1 of the highway covers 8.4 miles, and follows the original alignment. The 
paved surface is roughly 22 feet wide through most of this segment, and is marked for 
division into two driving lanes with center striping. The road's narrow shoulders are 
unpaved and shallow drainage ditches run along the upslope side of the roadbed. Much of 
the highway's bed is partially cut into the slopes rising from the banks of Soda Butte 
Creek, and only a few spots allow enough width for informal pullouts along the roadway. 
This segment of the highway is the only one that passes through two communities. In 
Silver Gate, the road is bordered with wide gravel shoulders between highway and town 
buildings. As the highway passes through Cooke City, the pavement varies from 22 to 30 
feet in width in addition to gravel shoulders (22). 

Segment 2 heads east, southeast into Wyoming and follows the Clarks Fork Yellowstone 
River Valley to the highway's intersection with the Chief Joseph Highway (Wyoming 
Highway 296). This 9-mile segment has been the focus of much construction in the past 
decades in the way of widening, resurfacing and bridge replacement, resulting in a road 
width of between 30 and 32 feet for most of this section. With the exception of one 
2,000-foot section near this valley's confluence with the Gilbert Creek drainage, the 
highway remains on its original alignment, with reconstructed grades, wider road surface, 
and fonnal paved pullouts for scenic vistas and trailhead access. Unpaved drainage 
ditches parallel the roadway, while the rounded slopes above show evidence of road 
reconstruction (23). 

At the western end of Segment 3, the highway begins its ascent out of the Clarks Fork 
Yellowstone River Valley and up the western slope of the Beartooth Plateau for a 
distance of just over 7 miles. While much of the original alignment remains, the current 
road includes redeveloped components of four sharp curve sections of roadway. The road 
width is a consistent 32 feet throughout Segment 3, with a maximum gradient of 7.2 
percent in parts of the switchbacks. The roadway slowly climbs out of the river valley, 
crossing small creeks over a series of replaced bridges. At two points, road realignment at 
sharp curves led to the relocation of stream crossings; the Lake Creek Bridge was left in 
place while the Muddy Creek Bridge was removed. The former roadbed sections are still 
visible, but are now unpaved and partially covered with vegetation. Steep switchbacks at 
the eastern end of this segment quickly raise the road up the side of the plateau, where 
formal pullouts allow distant views of the Beartooth Mountains and the valleys to the 
south (24). 
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Segment 4 extends across the top of the Beartooth Plateau for over 18 miles, ending at 
the eastern crossing of the Montana/Wyoming state line. This segment of the road has 
been minimally modified and retains most of its original alignment and surface width of 
20 feet, with 18 feet of this being pavement. Guardrails and drainage ditches parallel the 
roadway for large portions of Segment 4, and unpaved shoulders are regularly used as 
informal pullouts. The highway's route through this segment traverses a series of 
dramatic and tight switchbacks, climbing sharply from the tableland to the summit of 
Beartooth Pass, and across this to the state line. The switchbacks are located in a region 
almost entirely above timberline, surrounded by alpine tundra and cut into the granite 
bedrock of the high ridges. In the switchbacks just west of Beartooth Pass, several large 
fill sections support the highway; portions of the original-construction hand-laid stone 
base walls remain in place in the switchbacks west of the pass. In some sections of 
roadway, the roadway was cut through and along steep rock faces that lie immediately 
next to the road's edge. Segment 4 includes several of the larger lakes lying near the 
road's path across the Plateau- Long Lake and Beartooth Lake - and the roadway 
crosses several creeks as it heads toward the east (25). The four remaining historic cut
stone masonry bridges are within Segment 4. 

The dramatic descent from the Plateau to the Rock Creek drainage on the eastern face of 
the Plateau is included in Segment 5 of the highway. Running from the state line toward 
the northeast, the current roadway retains its original alignment as it drops 2,500 feet 
down the steep north face of the uplift. Although the maximum gradient is just over 6 
percent, the original 18-foot paved width of the road has been expanded to between 20 
and 26 feet. The narrower sections are those in the tight confines of the switchbacks, 
where road widening is challenged by the immediate proximity of the sheer rock face. 
Some retaining walls are visible on the fill slopes and paved drainage ditches adjoin the 
road on the few miles of this segment on the top of the plateau. The road sits in a new 
alignment where it avoids the site of the original Rock Creek Bridge. Modern guardrails 
line much of the route (26). 

Segments 6 and 7 of the highway complete the highway's route into the town of Red 
Lodge, a distance of about 10 miles. These two segments lie outside the proposed 
National Register of Historic Places nomination for the Red Lodge - Cooke City 
Approach Road Historic District (December 2005), and little of the segments' history is 
known (27). The road follows the Rock Creek Canyon past its confluence with Lake Fork 
Canyon, curving along the sides of the watercourse across shallow roadcuts into the 
glacial till. Leaving the Custer National Forest, the road continues to descend the valley 
through varying geologic deposits, some of which are stabilized on the slopes above the 
paved road surface. Numerous side roads intersect the highway and both paved and 
informal pullouts line the roadside. The highway terminus at the southern edge of Red 
Lodge, Montana crosses a narrow flood plain in its final mile (28). 

In addition to the roadway itself, the constructed features of the Beartooth Highway that 
remain consist of drainage outlets, culvert headwalls, and 10 bridges, of which five are 
original and four remain in use. Several of the timber bridges have been replaced with 
new materials, while others were fitted with concrete and /or metal culve1is. Abutments 
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remain for two concrete slab bridges that were removed at abandonment, while one was 
preserved in place (29). 

The four remaining historic bridges, all located within a several-mile section of Segment 
4, are concrete slab structures on stone abutments and piers. Three are single-span 
structures and one, the Beartooth Lake Bridge, is a three-span bridge with two support 
piers. All abutments and piers are of cut stone masonry with recessed mortar and metal 
bridge rails on the concrete span. The abutments feature stone guardrails, and all 
abutments and piers have vertical faces. One bridge crosses Little Bear Creek at a sharp 
angle, but the other bridges are sited for fairly straight approaches to the watercourse. See 
the individual bridge HAER narratives for descriptive detail about these four original 
structures. 

Beartooth Highway Construction 
The BPR managed the bidding and contract management component of the highway 
project, and the individual pieces of the project work were awarded to a number of 
different firms from across the nation. Varying amounts of information is known about 
these specific firms beyond their contracts and performance related to the Beartooth 
Highway construction. 

For purposes of construction, the BPR "divided" the roadway into four sections of 
unequal length and topographic challenge, named A, B, C and D, and prepared separate 
contract specifications and bid materials for each phase of each section. Generally, the 
phases included grading, then gravel, then bituminous pavement, and finally other 
elements such as stabilization or guardrails. Contractors were expected to provide labor, 
equipment, materials, supervision, and all attendant arrangements, including such things 
as housing, supplies access, transportation and support. 

Although ten construction firms accepted the invitation to send representatives to the on
site tour of the highway for the grading of Sections A and B (the first contracts to be let 
for the highway), only four firms placed bids on the two sections. McNutt & Pyle of 
Eugene, Oregon won the contract for Section B over the bid of S. J. Groves and Sons of 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Morrison-Knudsen of Boise, Idaho (in a joint bid with 
McDonald & Kahn of San Francisco, California) was awarded the grading for Section A 
over the proposal from Winston Brothers of Minneapolis. All of the firms continued in 
their pursuit of subsequent contracts for the highway development (30). 

The Morrison-Knudsen firm's work on Section A became a model of efficiency for the 
project as a whole. This portion of the highway included the steep ascent of the Beartooth 
Plateau from the east, with its series of sharp switchbacks to accomplish the 2,500-foot 
vertical rise. The company had experience with NPS projects, having completed three 
large grading projects within Yellowstone National Park, including work on the 
challenging Dunraven Pass Highway. Engineer Mitchell's final reports praised the firm's 
supervisory competence, scheduling capability and skilled workmanship for all elements 
of the contract. Winning the grading contract for Section C in subsequent contract bids, 
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Morrison-Knudsen became the leading firm for several significant elements of the final 
project. The company's success on the Beartooth contributed to the firm's growth in 
subsequent decades into a worldwide mining, engineering and construction corporation 
(31). 

In contrast, the McNutt & Pyle performance was less than satisfactory from the very 
beginning of the company's work. The contract signing was delayed as the company 
struggled to reaffirm the very low bid that had been submitted for the contract, lower by a 
significant amount than the BPR engineer's estimate. Once the company agreed to the bid 
amount, problems arose in the securing of a performance bond required for the federal 
contract. When the first surety company fell into receivership shortly after McNutt & 
Pyle signed the contract, and the firm struggled to locate a second bond company. When 
this second firm also declared bankruptcy, the construction was again delayed- and the 
cost to McNutt & Pyle increased-while a third bond was negotiated. From this point on, 
the performance ofMcNutt & Pyle continued to deteriorate, as project management 
incompetence forced long delays in securing equipment, maintenance, labor recruitment 
and construction progress. By the end of the first season, the work was far behind 
schedule and the company had already lost large sums of money. After the first disastrous 
year, McNutt & Pyle merged for the remainder of their contract with the construction 
business of Washburn and Hall, a move praised by BPR engineers, and employees of the 
latter firm were placed in supervisory positions on the Section B grading work. Despite 
this action, the contract was not completed for several years, and the quality of the work 
was later criticized by the paving contractors. While McNutt & Pyle did not submit bids 
on any other contracts on the Beartooth, Karl L. McNutt of Eugene, Oregon made an 
unsuccessful proposal for the paving and grade widening work on Sections Band D. The 
original firm of McNutt & Pyle fell into bankruptcy soon after the completion of their 
portion of the highway work (32). 

Winston Brothers of Minneapolis won the contract for grading of Section D, but were 
unable to begin work before the end of the construction season in 1932. Like McNutt & 
Pyle, this company also prepared a low bid for the work, having underestimated the scope 
of the challenge and the required equipment to accomplish the work. Despite the 
appointment of a new supervisor for the work during the second season of effort, the 
company's problems continued. By the time the work was completed on Section D, 
inefficiencies had cost the company $80,000 over the total contract of $161,000. The 
Winston Brothers firm was nonetheless complimented by Mitchell in his final reports for 
its determination to complete the work and uphold the company's name. The company 
prospered in subsequent years (33). 

Two firms won contract awards for the graveling and bituminous paving of the various 
highway sections following the completion of grading projects. S. J. Groves and Sons of 
Minneapolis submitted winning bids for two projects: graveling of Sections B and D, and 
bituminous pavement for large pieces of all four sections plus guardrail installation for 
Section A's steep switchbacks. Groves faced challenges with the linear extent of the 
project site, one which demanded multiple crews assigned to various kinds of labor. 
Although the work was completed successfully later than the target date, Groves work 
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was praised by Mitchell. The final major contractor for the highway project was J. L. 
McLaughlin of Great Falls, Montana who was awarded the contract for graveling and 
surfacing the final 12 miles of the highway from the park entrance to a point 8 miles east 
of Cooke City. The work was completed within a year (34). 

In addition to the major construction companies participating in the various components 
of roadway development, two firms were subcontracted by McNutt & Pyle for specific 
work on the bridges of Section B. Fred Lindsey of Eugene, Oregon supervised the 
construction of the six concrete and steel-and-concrete bridges during the 1932 season. 
The following year, landscape architect George Otten organized a crew of Italian 
stonecutters in the selection, shaping and laying of the local stone into the bridge 
abutments and piers. Mitchell reported that the work was very attractive and of high 
quality, but that the lack of experience on NPS projects led to repeated efforts in the 
laying of the stonework. Otten' s business later suffered, and by the end of the 1930s, he 
had lost both the business and his home (35). 

One group of workers who are not documented as contributors to the construction of the 
Beartooth Highway is the Civilian Conservation Corps [CCC], which is known to have 
been active within the bounds of Yellowstone National Parle Although much local and 
historical lore has attributed the construction of the stone bridges to the Civilian 
Conservation Corps, no documentary evidence of this belief has been identified. H. L. 
James describes all surviving historic stone bridges as being of the "five remaining 
structures from the originally constructed Beartooth Highway." Stating that the bridges' 
1934 construction was by "supplemented labor from the Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC)" they illustrate "the craftsmanship of hand-chiseled granite used in the 
abutments." Recent research questions this claim; the lack of any official records or 
documentation regarding the CCC participation in the Beartooth Highway construction 
infers that the group contributed minimally, if at all, to the project (36). 

Construction Technology and Practice on the Beartooth Highway 
From the beginning, the planning and construction of a highway across the Beartooth 
Plateau posed challenges of design and engineering. Although the project reports record 
little that was first-application or new technology for its time, the maintenance of current 
practices in the engineering of roads was a point of pride for the BPR engineers. Given 
the extremes of topography, soils, grades and slopes, and weather, one must conclude that 
the successful completion of the highway was based in large part on the careful 
construction design, planning and oversight by the engineering team of the BPR, instead 
of being the result of new development of technologies or equipment on the part of 
contractors. 

The first step in the roadway development, and one upon which the remaining stages 
were based, was the survey. Soon after the 1926 "Memorandum of Agreement" between 
the BPR and the NPS regarding road and trail development in national parks and adjacent 
federal lands, the BPR sent a team into the field on a preliminary survey of possible 
routes between Red Lodge and Cooke City. Harry Mitchell and his team of 17 surveyors 
and engineers spent the months between May and October 1927 canvassing possible 
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routes across the Beartooth Plateau and into Yellowstone National Park at its northeast 
corner. Regularly reported on its front pages, the Carbon County News followed the 
action and its promise of an important economic transportation corridor for south-central 
Montana. Mitchell's report to local and government officials upon his return to Red 
Lodge reaffirmed the possibility of a route of no more than 5-percent grade across the 
Plateau's heights of over 11,000 feet and predicted the scenic attractions of such a 
roadway. After the authorization of the road and the appropriation of funds in 1931, 
Mitchell again led a survey team to the region. This time, the exact route was selected 
from the alternatives of the first survey and the road's path was carefully staked and 
measured (37). Despite the first report's optimism, Mitchell's final route included several 
sections of steeper grade than 5 percent. The survey team's precise details formed the 
basis of the construction planning and specifications development. 

As the second, and perhaps most significant step for the ultimate success of the road 
development, grading of the road's path and bed posed the greatest challenges for both 
BPR and the contractors. The work was most difficult for the first two contract units, 
Sections A and B, the two sections that met near the top of Beartooth Pass, Section B 
corning up the long slope from the west out of the Clarks Fork Valley and eastward 
across the Plateau to meet the Section A team ascending the steep face of the eastern 
approach. Required standards included excavating and preparing a total graded road 
width of 19 feet with no more than a 6 percent grade, and a 3-foot ditch on side hill 
sections, in line with the Forest Highway Standard developed in 1926. This standard also 
required wider roadbeds on curves of 10 degrees or more. The contract also specified the 
construction of drainage structures and bridges as part of the grading phase. All grading 
companies worked solely with mechanized equipment; however, McNutt & Pyle 
managers confessed that this was the first major project in which the company relied only 
on mechanization, having continued to use horses pulling manual blade and brush drags 
for all of their road construction contracts projects prior to 1930 (3 8). 

The model for grading on the highway was the system employed by Morrison-Knudsen, 
one of multiple phases of labor. The first team, a 15-rnan crew, blasted the outlines of the 
cuts and roadbed curves with deep dynamite-loaded drill-holes. A second team of three 
power shovels followed, the first to excavate and clear a 15-foot road-cut as close to a 5-
percent grade as possible, the second shovel to continue clearing, widen the cuts and 
shape some drainage and sloping, and the third shovel to finish the clearing, refine the 
grade, ditches and slopes, and remove remaining rock material. A final team of laborers 
with hand shovels and tractor-pulled drags provided the last grade preparation. All this 
was accomplished on switchbacks as well as flat areas, and in the former circumstances, 
with care taken to perfect both the curve and the slope of the steep inclines. Bulldozers -
generally called caterpillars - assisted in finishing the grading and moving rock and dirt 
for fill and stabilization (39). 

The third and fourth steps for each segment involved the laying of gravel in the graded 
roadbed, followed by a bituminous surface treatment finished with oil. The gravel was 
obtained from selected locations with easy range of the road's route, and contractors 
brought rock crushers to the site to prepare the materials for road surfacing. Morrison-
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Knudsen, for example, set up crushers producing the fine gravel at 6-mile intervals along 
its contracted sections, and employed a fleet of dump trucks to transport the materials. A 
"horse-drawn 6-foot blade" distributed the sub-grade level before tractors pulled a wide 
blade to smooth the top finish layer of gravel. Final steps involved the laying of a half
inch bituminous layer and an application of oiled asphalt. The latter teclmology involved 
a fine-level smoothing of gravel with a wide blade and the pouring of oil over the surface. 
While one half of the surface dried, the second lane was bladed and prepared for oil. 
After a period of drying, the road was used by vehicles for ten days, being smoothed, 
hardened and consolidated. An additional application of oil, with the subsequent drying 
and vehicle use created a hard surface slightly over a half inch thick ( 40). 

Historic photographs of the road construction depict some of the equipment used to grade 
the roadway. Final construction reports by Harry Mitchell (as H. E. Mitchell) and L.A. 
Deklotz show various stages in the construction process. Images of bulldozers pulling 
"rippers" across flat glacial fields during the grading process, rollers consolidating 
asphalt applications on the route through Cooke City, "caterpillars and scrappers" making 
and moving fill on curve approaches, and a tractor-pulled drag with blade and wire 
brushes to smooth cover material on a final pre-oil finish are pieces of equipment shown 
in use at various stages and locations ( 41 ). 

The stone masonry and concrete of the bridges and retaining walls in Section B was 
clearly described in the contract specifications. The concrete was made from "river 
washed sand and gravel ... obtained from the gravel deposits on the Clark Fork." 
Mitchell reported that the "material was not of the best quality, but the concrete 
developed satisfactory strength on the 28 day tests." The engineer was also pleased that 
the surveyed sites for the bridge crossings were such that "it was found unnecessary to 
place concrete under water in any of the bridge foundations" along the route ( 42). 

The stonework posed its own set of challenges, and these were outlined in a set of 
"Special Provisions, Sections B-D-A (Portion)" as a supplement to the "General 
Specifications for Forest and Park Road Construction" for the Red Lodge - Cooke City 
Park Approach Road. Selection of stones was of utmost importance, with the 
requirements being that "stones shall be clean, hard, and of a kind known to be durable. 
They shall be selected, as directed by the engineer, from boulders or talus deposits or 
shall be obtained from approved quarries." Stockpiling of materials was done within the 
cleared right-of-way so as to avoid additional ground surface damage. The provisions 
specify the need for quarrying to move ahead at a faster pace than the cutting and laying 
of the stone, and that "all masonry shall be constructed by experienced workmen" using 
"proper tools." Stones selected and shaped for use in walls and bridges were cleaned and 
wet prior to placement, which was required to be on a horizontal axis, but in apparent 
random patterns such that "in no case will four corners of adjacent stones be contiguous." 
Portland cement served as the mortar, and the joints were "completely filled with mortar, 
except where raked out on the exposed surfaces ... to a depth of between 1 and 2 
inches ... before the mortar sets." Care was taken to avoid mortar stains on wall face 
stones. The provisions contained guidelines related to weather conditions for masonry 
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operations, and allowed the engineer to request that the contractor build a sample wall 
prior to permanent construction (43). 

One of the significant challenges for all contractors was the transport of equipment and 
materiel to work sites, especially the larger machinery such as shovels, caterpillars, 
dump-trucks, and rock crushers. The logistics of transportation were more difficult for 
some contractors than others, depending upon which section of the road was each firm's 
responsibility. This challenge was combined with that of overall project phasing, set by 
officials of BPR. While the firm faced huge performance and expertise problems, McNutt 
& Pyle faced tremendous difficulties getting to Section B in the fall of 1932. This section 
of the road crossed the top of the Beartooth Plateau, but no road existed from the west to 
access the work site or over which to move heavy equipment, labor or supplies. While 
part of the route to the site from Cooke City followed the two watercourses, the firm was 
faced with rugged landscapes before even reaching the western end of their contractual 
portion of the highway. The contractor spent nearly $30,000 in building a "tote road" 
from Cooke City to the western edge of Section B on the ascent up the Plateau, and in 
hauling supplies to the work site and camps (44). 

Even more problematic was the challenge of both McNutt & Pyle and Winston Brothers 
in getting as far as Cooke City. The closest rail link for shipment of heavy equipment was 
Gardiner, Montana, and access from this town to Cooke City required transport through 
the corner of Yellowstone National Park. During the winter of 1931, NcNutt & Pyle 
offloaded large quantities of equipment and loaded convoys of trucks as fully as possible 
for the trek across the northern roadway of the park. Truck overload and accidents 
plagued the equipment move, compounding the firm's already problematic performance. 
Enough damage was suffered to park roads and bridges that the Winston Brothers were 
asked in advance to be responsible for any repairs prior to the firm moving its equipment 
across the same road in preparation for the 1933 construction season. In a letter to 
Engineer Mitchell, Acting [Park] Superintendent Guy D. Edwards discussed the weight 
capacity of the bridges along the proposed route. He assented to the contractor putting 
"these heavy trucks over the road providing that they agree to be responsible for 
replacing any broken culverts, drainage ditches or bridges" since "Mr. McNutt's move 
cost the park about $150.00 in culvert and bridge repairs," which it appears McNutt 
completed in an unsatisfactory manner. Edwards made it clear that the Park preferred to 
complete any repairs for reasons of quality control ( 45). Similar obstacles to site or raw 
materials access plagued other contractors through the time of the highway construction, 
causing delays in contract completion and, in some cases, significant financial loss for the 
firms. 

Laborers for the highway work force came from several sources, and were of varying 
levels of experience and expertise. The "Special Provisions" memorandum begins with 
information regarding three levels of workers, their qualifications and approved 
compensation. Skilled workers were those who operated heavy power equipment or were 
skilled craftsmen of at least journeyman grade for specialty work. Intermediate grade 
laborers included those operators of smaller pieces of equipment and such workers as 
blacksmiths, oilers, mechanics, and drill sharpeners whose labor required "considerable 
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training and experience." Unskilled labor included "helpers to journeymen craftsmen and 
all other labor which requires no special skill or experience." Rates of pay varied, but the 
established minimum hourly wages were $1.00 for skilled (with a maximum of $1.25 for 
a shovel operator), $0.75 for intermediate (ranging up to $1.00) and $0.60 for unskilled. 
To support the crews, it was specified that "cooks shall be classified not lower than 
'Intermediate' grade labor and shall be paid not less than $30.00 per week" while "camp 
help, such as cooks' helpers, hostlers, yardmen, stablemen and watchmen" were paid at 
least $24.00 per week ( 46). 

Much of the labor on the grading crews was unskilled and many of the workers were 
hired locally. McNutt & Pyle had two crews leaving from Gardiner, Montana in both 
1931 and 1932, carrying their gear and accompanied by families for the long journey to 
the job site. In contrast, Morrison-Knudsen built a work force from the local community 
in the area of Red Lodge, establishing a camp in the Rock Creek Canyon. In addition, the 
latter firm brought a sufficient team of experienced construction supervisors and skilled 
machine operators with longer relationships with the contractor. Many of these men had 
worked for several years for the firm, and Mitchell praised the quality of their results and 
the efficiency of their teamwork on the many aspects of the task. Of the significant 
subcontractors on phases of the project, only George Otten's team of skilled Italian stone 
masons working on the bridges and retaining walls of Section B might be considered 
select craftsmen. These latter artisans, however, were important for their handcrafted 
stone piers, walls and abutments, and their use of technologies that had survived for 
millem1ia and they were valued for their natural and traditional production and 
appearance ( 4 7). 

Historic Alterations 
The Beartooth Highway was built between 1931 and 1938, with the formal "opening" 
and dedication on June 14, 1936, several years prior to final completion of all elements of 
the road's construction. Although repairs, realignment, resurfacing and the 
addition/replacement of safety features along the road occurred throughout the decades 
since 1938, the vast majority of the road's alignment, appearance and elements remain 
intact, and retain historical and engineering integrity. Most of the visitor services 
amenities and structures related to the road are located off the roadway and outside the 
500-foot wide buffer corridor (established by Executive Order of U.S. President Herbert 
Hoover in 1932), and do not visually impact the highway. 

The road was the focus of significant engineering upgrades to selected short segments of 
the roadway in the 1960s, 1970s and 1990s, and slight widening of the roadway during 
resurfacing projects helped accommodate increased traffic and larger vehicles on the 
road. Recent construction work impacting the road is also intended to reduce ongoing 
maintenance and increase visitor safety. Documented alterations and major physical and 
visual changes to Segments 1 through 5 are highlighted in the following text, with all 
information in the next 7 paragraphs derived from the National Register Nomination ( 48) 
or communication with project participants. Segments 6 and 7, lying outside the proposed 
historic district and passing through a mix of private, state, and federal lands, have not 
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been assessed or researched regarding historic roadway characteristics or recent 
alterations. 

Segment 1 remained unchanged for the westernmost portion of its length until recent 
years. The eastern half of this segment was under construction in the summer and fall of 
2004 in a project to flatten horizontal and vertical curves, and reconstruct the roadway as 
a 28-foot-wide corridor consisting of two 11-foot lanes bordered by 3-foot paved 
shoulders. Guardrail replacement is included in the project. Within the towns, Segment 1 
is most changed in Cooke City, where the original as-built drawings show a 60-foot wide 
pavement through the town, reflecting a pair of driving lanes bounded on both sides with 
bituminous sidewalks. The sidewalks no longer exist, and the pavement is narrower, 
bordered by gravel shoulders. 

Reconstruction of Segment 1 between MP 4.0 and MP 8.4 ( east of Cooke City) began in 
2004. This work represents the first phase of Western Federal Lands Highway Division's 
project PFH 59-1 (2). This project widens the road along its existing alignment, except 
where horizontal and vertical curves will be straightened and flattened respectively. The 
paved surface of the reconstructed road will be 28 feet between the park boundary and 
Cooke City, 30 feet through Cooke City, and 32 feet between Cooke City and the 
Montana-Wyoming state line. New guardrails and safety signage will be installed. Also 
part of this project is the construction of a new interpretive site, with a paved parking area 
and several new sign panels. 

In contrast, Segment 2 has undergone significant reconstruction in five major phases of 
road projects between 1963 and 1984. Unlike other segments of the Beartooth Highway, 
Segment 2' s regrading, replaced bridges, new paving and modem guardrails bring this 
segment up to current federal-land highway standards. Although most of the original 
alignment remains, a 2,000-foot section along Gilbert Creek was redeveloped by the 
removal of the original bridge and the construction of a culvert-drained fill section to 
cross the waterway. As the road surface was widened, several paved pullouts were 
constructed at new locations. 

Similarly, Segment 3 was the focus of five road redevelopment projects between 1968 
and 1977, including grade reconstruction, repaving, and bridge replacement. The current 
road width of 32 feet is significantly expanded from the original 18 - 20 feet, and much 
of this segment has shoulders wide enough to accommodate informal pullouts. With the 
exception of four sharp curves at drainage crossings and switchbacks, the road alignment 
has not changed from 1938. In two of these cases, the curves have been redeveloped as 
per Gilbert Creek in Segment 2, using a large fill section over culverts, and removing the 
original bridges. The abutments and approaches remain in place, although only partially 
accessible. The other two curves, both part of a large switchback, were bypassed by a 
new loop road and series of cuts; the former roadway is the site of scenic overlook 
access. 

Segment 4 has experienced the least redevelopment of the original construction, although 
major work on this segment is scheduled when sufficient funding becomes available. The 
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roadway retains its original width of 18 feet of pavement on a 20-foot roadbed. Although 
many informal pullouts line the segment, two formal pullouts are delineated by boulders 
on the outside edges. New guardrails were installed in 1963, replacing the original log 
post-and-rail system which lay along the sharp curves and steep inclines. Four years later, 
Segment 4 was resurfaced. The four original cut-stone abutment bridges are still in use. 

The first section of the Beartooth Highway to be completed in 1932, Segment 5 was the 
subject of major improvements in the mid-1960s and again in the mid-l 990s. The series 
of sharp switchbacks which descend 2500 feet from the top of the plateau were widened 
in the 1960' s initiative, along with culvert and bridge replacement, and the construction 
of parking and formal access to the Rock Creek Vista Point. At the base, the Rock Creek 
Bridge was replaced with a modern structure in 1965. Several decades later, the segment 
was resurfaced, the guardrails replaced, slope stabilization structures added, slopes scaled 
to reduce rockfalls, and retaining walls expanded on fill areas. By the end of this series of 
projects, paved drainage ditches protected the road on the top portion, and graveled 
shoulders at the edges of switchback fill and inside the curves accommodated larger 
vehicles than those of the original construction period. A variety of technologies to 
reduce rockfalls and road debris have been applied to the sheer rock face above the 
roadway, and to the fill of the roadway. The results of these techniques are visible from 
the roadway and vista points. 

Segment 5 is the site of recent road and environmental damage. Heavy snow and spring 
run-off in the spring of2005 brought mudslides and rock failure at 13 sites along the road 
in the Rock Creek switchbacks. These locations were primarily at road crossings of 
smaller drainages where water undermined the roadway or covered it with rock and 
debris. The road was closed to through traffic for the 2005 season. Clearing of the 
roadway and the reconstruction of damaged areas is anticipated to be completed for 
reopening in 2006. 

The function of the resource has not changed since its completion in 1938. Constructed as 
a transportation corridor for both tourist access to the Beartooth Plateau and Yellowstone 
National Park and as an important element of the economic development infrastructure 
supporting the region's local industry, the road continues its primary function established 
in the early 21st Century as a motor vehicle highway. 

Significance of the Beartooth Highway 
The highway is significant for 1) its historical context, in particular its engineering in 
accomplishing the challenging construction; 2) its role in local and regional economic 
development, and its association with the National Park Approaches Act of 1931 and the 
broad federal-state-private partnerships which enabled its authorization and construction; 
and 3) its integration of landscape design elements of park development of the 1930s. 
Brief discussion of each of these three areas appears in the following paragraphs. More 
detailed context information for the engineering attributes has been previously addressed. 

The engineering significance of the Beartooth Highway lies in its successful crossing of 
one of the most dramatic and challenging landscapes in the nation. The accomplishment 
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is conveyed through the location and footprint of the roadway, and the technical demands 
of survey and construction. At the time it was built in the 1930s, few other roadways had 
been completed that met the same complexity of engineering solutions as related to 
geography and geology as did the Beartooth Highway. Most evident of the highway's 
elements in this regard are the several series of switchbacks cut into the sheer granite face 
of the Beartooth Plateau on the eastern third of the road. Additionally, conditions of 
climate, high altitude and geological structures posed challenges to be addressed and 
overcome through engineering and technological solutions, which, although simple and 
well-known, were applied in this instance to the most extreme of topographic situations. 

While access to the Beartooth region's scenic beauty was an important consideration in 
the early discussion of the highway, the road's contribution to the regional economic 
development adds to its historical significance. It opened new areas for industrial 
expansion, facilitated access for recreational enhancement in the region, increased 
tourism to Yellowstone National Park and surrounding communities, and prompted the 
expansion of outdoor recreational facilities, including guest ranches, campgrounds, hotel 
and tourist accommodations and automobile businesses. 

The highway was the first to be constructed under the auspices of the National Park 
Approach Act of 1931, an important piece of national legislation related the to the 
growing importance and growth of the NPS. Supported by the Montana delegation to 
Congress, the Act's provisions limited road proposals to conditions closely matching 
those of the proposed Red Lodge - Cooke City Approach Road, which, when completed, 
was the most substantial of the roads built under the appropriations through this act. The 
bill required interagency cooperation, and the Beartooth Highway is significant as it 
exhibited partnerships of various levels between the NPS, BPR, USFS, the State of 
Montana and local/regional civic and business organizations. 

The integration of landscape design and road engineering was a significant factor in the 
planning and construction of the highway, and the road reflects the successful partnership 
of the Park Service Landscape Division and the BPR engineers authorized in 1926. 
Although not lying within the bounds of a national park, the highway was designed to 
emphasize the importance of landscape aesthetics and the natural environment, a standard 
of park road and facility development of the 1930s. 

In a 1918 policy statement of the NPS, agency officials affirmed the significant role of 
design in the development of parks, relying upon landscape architects and landscape 
engineers to "locate and design facilities in ways that harmonized with the natural setting 
and ensured that natural features and scenery remained unimpaired" ( 49). This role 
increased through the next fifteen years as individual park superintendents and their staffs 
attempted to shape design policies for park developments. While NPS-wide guidelines 
were slowly shaped by many interested constituencies, the increasing focus on landscape 
concerns produced facilities that blended with the natural settings to "create the illusion 
that the natural landscape had never been disturbed" (50). 
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Fallowing the 1927 establishment of the Park Service Landscape Division in the San 
Francisco office, and the expansion of the design expertise of its staff under the 
leadership of Thomas Chalmers Vint, this team continued to experiment with design 
alternatives and approaches to address recreation needs, management concerns and 
increasing traffic, while still preserving the natural sense of the parks and roadways. By 
the 1931 authorization of the Beartooth Highway, the division was very experienced in 
principles of road design, and it prepared for the road engineers detailed drawings for 
road treatments, loop drives, guardrails, scenic overlooks, intersections, retaining walls, 
culve1is and bridges. They approved materials, sites of camps and quarries, road 
alignments and proposed construction techniques. All these tasks highlighted the NPS 
goals of landscape protection and stewardship while meeting public needs (51). 

The Beartooth Highway is typical of national park roads of its period and falls very much 
within the guidelines for landscape architectural design of the NPS Lai1dscape Division. 
Although the roadway is located fully outside the boundaries of Yellowstone National 
Park, the NPS was an active partner in the design and construction of this thoroughfare to 
the Park's northeast entrance. From the earliest discussion of possible routes for the road, 
the NPS planners contributed expertise in the areas of engineering and landscape design. 
While the first comprehensive books establishing design preferences and standards for 
the NPS nationwide were not published until late in the Beartooth Highway project, the 
service's leadership had been shaping a design approach to park structures, roads and 
trails for at least a decade. 
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