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Bozeman was not the original county seat for Gallatin County. 
In 1865, the first Montana Territorial Legislature established 
counties and designated Gallatin City, located near modern-
day Three Forks, as the county seat. Gallatin City held that 
distinction for two years, but because of Bozeman’s rapid growth, 
a new election was held on Christmas Day in 1867, and voters 
agreed to move the county seat to Bozeman. Thus marked the 
beginnings of county government in the heart of our fair city.

At the time, government business was conducted largely in the 
homes of appointed and elected officials. In these early years, 
great responsibility fell to these officials to maintain law and 
order, and in 1869 the County Commissioners felt the need for 
a jail. Using monies pledged by local residents, county leaders 
constructed a new log jail in the 200 block of East Mendenhall 
Street for $487.50.

While the county jail was often, happily, without occupants, 
frontier conditions encouraged the presence of many unstable 

and irresponsible fortune seekers, as is still true today, and crime 
follows population. Bozeman and Gallatin County experienced 
increasing violence with the most spectacular instance of 
“citizen’s justice” occurring Feb. 1, 1873, when Vigilantes hanged 
two county prisoners, Z. A. Triplett and John W. St. Clair. The 
executioners broke into the log jail, and using an outdoor beef 
dressing rack for a scaffold, hanged the men at a slaughter house 
located on the corner of Main and Broadway. The open frame-
work of the building used for the hanging and the dramatic 
image of the bodies hanging limply with hands tied behind 
their back was forever immortalized with an early morning 
photograph that still today shows up on social media.

The need for a courthouse steadily increased and in November 
of 1878, a ballot passed authorizing the construction of a new, 
$25,000 courthouse with a basement jail. W. H. Tracy donated 
property located at Main and Fourth Avenue and the project 
was completed in July of 1881. This first courthouse was 
hailed as the finest and best constructed public building in the 
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Territory, with much credit going to the contractors, architect, 
commissioners and the county at large. However, Gallatin 
County government quickly outgrew both the courthouse and 
the jail, which turned into an “unbelievably busy place.” In 1884, 
Commissioners spent $6,017.10 to build an annex on the rear 
of the building, which provided additional offices, vault space, a 
grand jury room, a witness room and utility space.

By 1910, steady population growth caused even greater crowding 
in the courthouse basement jail where space was also needed for 
government offices. A successful appeal to the electorate allowed 
the Commissioners to proceed with plans for a new jail to be 
built in the lot next to the courthouse at 317 W. Main St. With 
a budget of $35,000, the county employed local architect Fred F. 
Willson to prepare plans for the new building. 

The early part of the 20th century was a time in which jail 
reforms were occurring throughout the country. The new 
Gallatin County Jail incorporated several of these reforms as 
seen in the separate areas for men, women and juveniles. The 
isolation cells found in the rear of the new jail were patented in 
1874 and had been used in the old lock-up. The design included 
limited quarters for the sheriff, a deputy or a jailor, and a kitchen 
to serve the prisoners. This time, the ever-present gallows were 
located inside the building in a small multi-purpose room. 

In Willson’s diary from 1911, he notes on Jan. 9, “Sketching Jail 

Building,” and on Feb. 18 he traveled to Portland to meet with 
the Pauley Jail Company. Throughout the year he has short 
entries about estimating jail costs and “pushing jail plans.” On 
April 1, Willson completed the jail plans and hired Diebold 
Safe and Lock Company on April 24. His diary reflects that he 
“laid out the jail building” on May 11 and throughout the year it 
includes a few notes about jail building meetings or “trouble at 
the jail.” 

Those troubles must have met with solutions quite quickly as 
the new jail was virtually completed by Dec. 2, 1911 and the 
prisoners moved in. The commissioners described the facilities 
with pride as “one of the best in the West.” Imagine their 
embarrassment when 20 days later, on Dec. 22, six prisoners 
escaped in the early hours of morning. Willson’s diary entry for 
the day simply stated, “6 men broke out of the New Jail. Am 
being joked plenty.”

The County Jail building gallows were used for the third and 
last legal hanging in Gallatin County on July 18, 1924, with the 
execution of Seth Orrin Danner, who was found guilty of the 
murder of Mrs. John Sprouse and credited with also killing her 
husband. To read more about Danner’s life and crime, turn to 
page __ .

For 71 years, the Gallatin County Jail building served the needs 
of law enforcement by housing prisoners for the city, county and 
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state. The jail had its share of controversies over the years with 
jail breaks, suicides and even a well-documented hunger strike in 
January of 1974. 

Starting on Jan. 7, 1974, eight Gallatin County inmates began a 
hunger strike to protest jail food, and what they claimed was a 
lack of recreational facilities, a lack of commissary facilities and 
restricted visitor privileges. On Jan. 9, the Bozeman Chronicle 
ran a story with the headline, “It’s Feast and Famine at the 
Gallatin County Jail.” Five days later, the Chronicle reported, 
“Hunger Strike Over.” Sheriff L.D.W. Anderson said “the health 
of inmates involved in the strike has apparently not suffered … 
the ones who appear to have gained the most from the strike 
were the other five prisoners in the jail.”

Trouble of a different kind would strike the county jail later in 
1974 with the arrest, confession and suicide of local serial killer 
David G. Meirhofer on the morning of Sept. 29, 1974.

A county election in June 1978 approved the purchase of the 
abandoned Holy Rosary Catholic School located on 17th Street 
and its adjoining several blocks of land, to be used as the new 
Law and Justice Center, as well as funds to build a new jail.

The “Old Gallatin County Jail” ceased operations as a jail in 
January of 1982 when the last prisoners left the building; but 
that was not the end of visitors within its walls. Soon after, the 
Gallatin Historical Society was awarded a long-term lease from 
the County to create a museum and research center that serves 
as a visual reminder of bygone days. From the clang of a jail cell, 
to the shadow cast on the wall from the hangman’s gallows, the 
eerie quiet in the solitary confinement cell, and messages from 
long ago inmates scratched into the walls, one does not have to 
have a creative imagination to imagine what the jail building has 
witnessed since its birth in 1911. 

The Gallatin County Jail building was registered on the National 
Registry of Historical Buildings in 1983 and is still home to the 
Gallatin Historical Society which operates the Gallatin History 
Museum and Research Center.

Cindy Shearer is the executive director of the Gallatin History Museum and 
while not a “historian,” she likes to share the stories from our past to create a 

deeper understanding and appreciation for this unique place called the Gallatin 
County.

PHOTOS:

Light coming through the old hallway between the Cell Block and 
the Isolation Cells inside the old jail.

Jail building drawings from the Main Street elevation from 1911, 
completed by architect Fred F. Willson.

A drawing of the old courthouse and jail, which was completed 
on Dec. 2, 1911 with a budget of $35,000.

An image of the completed courthouse and jail at 317 W. Main 
St. Built at a time of jail reform, the building featured separate 
areas for men, women and juveniles.

THE THREE LEGAL HANGINGS IN 
GALLATIN COUNTY

In 1883, ten years after the Bozeman Vigilante adventure in justice, John A. 
Clark was found guilty of murder and was sentenced to hang. The execution—
the first legal hanging in the county—was carried out on Dec. 27, at 11:02 
p.m., even though Clark’s last words professed his innocence. It was reported 
that his neck was broken by the fall and in 10 and 1/2 minutes his pulse 
ceased to beat. It was further reported that 9 minutes from the time he was 
pronounced dead, the body was lowered into the coffin and delivered to the 
undertaker. 

A short newspaper article followed the description of the hanging as something 
of a postscript. Written in a humorous vein, it noted a further development: 
“The body of John A. Clark was scarcely interred in what was generally 
supposed to be its last resting place, then a party of industrious and 
enterprising men proceeded to resurrect it, which they succeeded in doing in 
good style.” 

The article further reported at least three parties arrived in the cemetery on 
the same mission within a short time. A light reference was made attributing 
the grave robbing practice to a willingness of the local physicians of the time 
to purchase bodies for study purposes. 

Six months later in June of 1884 what remained of Clark’s skeleton was found 
in a farmer’s grove in a rough shipping box. Everyone was greatly relieved 
when the appointed county health officer took the remains for final burial.

Bozeman’s second legal hanging took place in the spring of 1906, when 
Lu Sing, a resident in the Bozeman Chinese colony, was hung for the “cold 
blooded murder” of local laundryman Tom Sing. Local newspapers reported the 
details of the back story feud that ended with Lu hitting Tom six times with 
a hatchet in front of witnesses. Sing was not as fortunate on the gallows as 
his predecessor, Clark. His cause of death was an unpleasant strangulation that 
lasted close to 15 minutes.

The third and final hanging in Gallatin County occurred on July 18, 1924, 
when Seth Danner was executed for murder. Turn to page 30 to read more 
about the life and crime of Danner.


