








	 The Northern Pacific Railroad included Helena in its 
planned route across Montana, and primarily because of this 
good fortune, Helena became the territorial capital in 1875. The 
railroad’s arrival in 1883 helped further change the crude mining 
camp into a cosmopolitan city and Montana’s permanent capital. 
Flamboyant architectural pieces and parts, like the brownstone 
from Bayfield, Wisconsin that handsomely trims the Securities 
Bank Building, further transformed the once-humble gulch 
into the Queen City of the Rockies. While other gold camps 
dwindled into ghost towns, fortunes made in mining, cattle, and 
banking financed opulent West Side mansions and flamboyant 
downtown business blocks.
	 Throughout the history of Helena’s built environment, 
fire has been a continued theme. The Atlas Block, built as an 
advertisement for fire insurance in 1889, depicts salamanders—
like phoenixes, they rise again from the ashes—cavorting in 
stylized flames at the cornice. Arson claimed the Montana Club 
in 1903; in 1928, a lightning sparked fire destroyed a number of 
business blocks between Broadway and Sixth; and in 1944, fire 
destroyed the Montana National Bank. 
	 Two destructive earthquakes indeed proved the Helena 
valley a place of “trembling earth.” In 1878, hunters in the 
mountains north of town discovered a monstrous landslide that 

sent one of the two landmark bear’s teeth tumbling down the 
mountain. Years later, an observer noticed that the re-shaped 
mountains suggested the form of a sleeping burgomaster, now 
known as the Sleeping Giant. The remaining bear’s tooth is 
the nose. Decades passed before a direct hit from a series of 
Magnitude 6 earthquakes in October 1935 sent the community 
into shock, changing the face of the town significantly.  
	 By the 1950s, the Queen City’s downtown was seedy and 
deteriorating. City officials renamed Main Street hoping the new 
name, Last Chance Gulch, would attract tourists. Downtown, 
however, needed more than a new name. In 1968, Helena 
applied for federal funds under the Model Cities Program. 
When the official designation came, it launched a windfall 
from the federal government. One of the branches of Model 
Cities was Urban Renewal. Local opinions are still vehemently 
divided on the architectural merits of this program, but it did 
transform Helena’s downtown from a crowded, depressing, run-
down area to the present walking mall. The loss of more than 
230 historic buildings was a tall price to pay, yet many buildings 
were remodeled and cornerstones like the First National Bank, 
the Atlas Block, the Diamond and Power blocks escaped the 
wrecking ball. 

ABOVE: 1935 Newspaper clipping— 

headline, Loses His Home, Saves His 

Life: “Man, Wife and Two Children 

Escape”

RIGHT: 1935 Newspaper clipping— 

headline, In Wake of Helen’s Earth-

quake: “Whiskey and Gin Lost. 

Seventy-seven cases of whiskey and 

gin were exposed to the public view 

when the Helena Liquor warehouse 

collapsed and tore open a freight 

car. Railway tracks were completely 

buried for some distance.”        	

                           Courtesy of the Helena Independent Record
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	 The downtown area, listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places in 1972 during the Model Cities period, continues 
to undergo a kind of urban renewal. Contrary to public opinion, 
Register listing does not guarantee protection. Renewed interest 
in Helena’s legacy has brought new businesses downtown 
and some historic buildings are being adapted for new uses. 
However, loss of historic integrity and demolition of historic 
resources continue to be community issues. And sometimes 
new structures do not mix well with the old. The cultivation of 
a sense of place through events like the History Fair and Helena 
Institute may help change that trend. Further, enticing visitors 
to experience Helena’s historic charm is reason enough to 
preserve its historic streetscapes. The Helena Institute’s 
classes, from fly fishing to yoga, are diverse, but education is 
its underlying motive. Bringing visitors to learn a new skill and 
experience Helena’s historic ambience leaves everyone a winner. 
Classes are now in the planning stage for 2010. Visit www.
helenainstitute.com to learn more. 

	 Despite the riches Last Chance yielded up, the mother 
lode lies still undiscovered somewhere beneath the far-famed 
gulch. Today, in the picturesque downtown that is the city’s 
modern pulse, there are treasures aplenty above ground to 
discover. Under Helena’s new overarching brand, “Learn to 
Live,” the community has made a great start in promoting its 
myriad treasures.   

~Ellen Baumler is an award-winning author of 
numerous articles and books. She is the interpretive 

historian at the Montana Historical Society. 

     

LEFT:  Atlas Block 1890 TOP RIGHT: Diamond Block 1890

BOTTOM RIGHT: First National Bank Interior 1890

              Courtesy of Helena Board of Trade
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