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Strolling through early 20th century Bozeman, while being mindful 
of the muddy Main Street, passers by were oft met by the low din of 
a hammer. With several blacksmith shops in town, patrons had a one-
stop-shop for wagon repairs, horseshoeing, building materials and more. 

A staple in every community, the blacksmith served a ubiquitous 
purpose that arose in the 2nd millennium B.C. and is still present today.

According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, blacksmithing is a term 
derived from the original phrase for iron: black metal. 

During the late 2nd and 1st millennia B.C., iron, which was more 
abundant than copper and tin, replaced bronze as the material of choice 
for metallurgy and tool-making. Prior to the 18th century Industrial 
Revolution, smiths formed wrought iron objects by hand. To do this, 
they smelted iron ore in a forge with charcoal. Once hot, the material 
was removed and worked—or wrought—with a hammer, welding the 
iron into a mass. Much more malleable than hard and brittle cast iron, 
wrought iron was the standard of the time for creating an array of 
highly functional items.

By the 19th century, however, blacksmithing in Europe and the U.S. 
began to see a decline as the Industrial Revolution paved the way for 

factories and the development of the inexpensive casting process.

While on a national decline, blacksmithing remained an important part 
of the Gallatin Valley for some time. With at least one shop in each of 
the surrounding communities, including Willow Creek, Manhattan, 
Belgrade, Springhill, Salesville and Amsterdam, and several in Bozeman 
proper, the smiths broadcasted their work on hand-painted signs hung 
high on their frame buildings.

Advertising horseshoes, wagon repairs and particulars, the blacksmiths 
of Gallatin Valley made everything from nails, bolts and chains, to 
axes, sickles and agricultural implements. They also made candlesticks, 
brackets, wheel rims and fireplace fittings, not to mention copious 
numbers of horseshoes.

A scan through the archives at the Gallatin History Museum reveals 
commonalities among the local blacksmith shops. In photographs 
dated during the early decades of 1900, you’ll find wagons and horses 
lined at the shop fronts. The shop interiors, while rife with metal scrap 
piles, tractor seats, wagon wheels and horseshoes, appear tidy, while the 
proud proprietors stand before their anvil or brick forge donning the 
characteristic leather apron of the trade. 

OF FLAME AND HAMMER:
The early blacksmiths of Gallatin Valley
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Some shops served dual purposes, such as Belgrade’s Hecox and Son 
Blacksmith & Auto Shop in 1910, or the carpenter and blacksmith 
shop on the Peterson Ranch at Willow Creek circa 1900. 

While the majority were simple framed buildings, Tom Crane’s 
shop in Springhill is depicted in a sketch as being three stories tall. 
Crane’s machinery was powered by water wheel and the elaborate 
shop sat just beside his uneven plank-roofed log cabin home. 

As the railroad allowed for easier transport and advancing 
technology improved iron casting efficiency, the immediate need for 
the blacksmith eventually dwindled in Gallatin Valley. 

Today, while common items like nails and hammers are mass 
produced and available at the retail store, a number of local smiths 
still adhere to traditional blacksmithing principles, producing 
custom metalwork, knives and home furnishings.

PHOTOS:

Opposite: Emil Ketterer (center) and two assistants inside his 
Bozeman shop. In addition to his anvil, Ketterer’s brick forge, 
mallet, tools and horseshoes are on full display.

Above: Emil Ketterer’s small, frame blacksmith shop, located at 
the corner of Main Street and North Grand in Bozeman.

Below: A view of the interior of George Postena’s Manhattan 
blacksmith shop with John T. Kamp (left) and another man 
standing at their anvils.

With forge and anvil resting in their places at 955 Story Mill Rd. 
in Bozeman, Sore Elbow Forge is a place you visit when you have 
big ideas. Blacksmith and businessowner Tom Holcombe enjoys his 
craft, creating custom metalwork and completing a wide array of 
repairs just like the old blacksmith shops of 100 years ago.

Offering traditional and modern smithing, Holcombe does 
projects ranging from architectural and functional to aesthetic and 
more. Whether it’s creating an intricate custom fireplace front, 
a set of tools, or making right old bent and broken pieces, Sore 
Elbow Forge prioritizes customer needs to make beautiful pieces 
that can also serve a function.

Holcombe began blacksmithing as a hobby in his garage after he 
retired from 21 years in the army more than a decade ago.

“It looked like something fun to do—a traditional way of working 
metal,” he said. “You kind of get addicted to it and you have to 
feed your addiction. It’s just a love of an ancient art.”

He acquired the blacksmith shop in 2004 to feed that fire 
burning within him, purchasing the business then called The 
Bridger Blacksmith from Terry Morvay in the late ’90s. Since then, 
Holcombe has continued to hone his craft, even creating his own 
metal-working tools.

Today, he estimates about 10 percent of his work is repairs while 
the rest is fully custom work.

For more information, visit facebook.com/soreelbowforge or call 
(406) 582-0055.
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S
ince its doors first opened 
in 1919, First Security 
Bank’s mission has been 
to progress community 
banking. The back page 
of a commemorative 

pamphlet celebrating the institution’s 
50th anniversary proudly declares: “Your 
Progressive Full Service Bank.” That 
was in 1969, and since then, not much 
has changed at First Security. Then, 
as is the case now, First Security Bank 
was Gallatin Valley’s choice for a host 
of business and private loans that have 
helped establish some of the area’s most 
lasting organizations.

First Security Bank was founded by A.G. 
Berthot, H.S. Buell, and W.N. Purdy. The 
earliest version of the bank operated out 
of the Kopp Building on Bozeman’s East 
Main Street. The Kopp Building dated 
back to the Civil War, and would require 
heavy renovations before ultimately 
housing what was then known as 
Security Bank.

Ultimately, after outgrowing the Kopp 
location, First Security moved to its 
current location on 208 East Main, just 
a few blocks away. While the face of 
Bozeman’s bank customers, and in turn, 
the city itself, has changed drastically 
since the turn of the century, First 

Security’s dedication to facilitating local 
growth has remained paramount.

First Security Bank is still providing 
competitive progressive financial 
products 100 years later. And while their 
banking services are forward thinking, so 
is the bank space itself. First Security’s 
flagship location on main street features 
a full-service coffee counter, and the 
lobby is made more relaxing by soft 
music and smiling employees.

Now, First Security runs nine locations, 
spread across Bozeman, Belgrade, Big 
Sky, and Three Forks and merged with 

the Glacier family of banks in early 2019. 
Aside from banking support, First Security 
and its dedicated staff are present 
and active in the business community, 
offering advice and counseling. “We see 
this as a vital role for out bank to play,” 
says First Security President Jim Ness. 
“Supporting our community in a familiar 
and personal way.”

Serving Montanans since 1919.
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1919 - 2019

Community - First Security Bank is focused on our customers and our 
communities — just as we have been since 1919, when we opened our 
first location in downtown Bozeman. No matter what your goals are, we 
have the products and services to help you reach them — faster. 
Discover the 100’s of reasons your neighbors choose First Security Bank.

OURBANK.com  ///  406.585.3800


