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SIX HUNDRED 
GENERATIONS:  
An Archaeological History  
of Montana
By Carl M. Davis, illustrations by Eric S. Carlson | Riverbend 
Publishing, softcover, 320 pages, $24.95

Any conversAtion regArding An “essential” Montana 
is incomplete without at least a basic understanding of, 
and healthy contribution from, its original inhabitants.

With his new book, Dillon native and retired 
Regional Archaeologist for the U.S. Forest Service’s 
Northern Region, Carl M. Davis draws on nearly four 
decades in the field to present a fuller understanding 
of this remarkable landscape and how its first locals 
existed in it.

The title itself offers the initial extraordinary insight: 
Six Hundred Generations. This translates into some 
15,000 years of human habitation in Big Sky country. 

Davis overlays this seemingly impossible history 
onto that famous Montana geography. With a clever pen 
he transforms angular scientific language into a clear, 
conversational tone, coaxing the reader to follow him 
into this familiar, ancient landscape. 

 The opening four chapters set the stage. The 
first explains Montana’s diverse physiography—the 

processes that shaped its 
topography—as well as its 
regional flora and fauna. The 
second chapter establishes 
a basic understanding of the 
climate with which the first 
Montanans contended over 
the course of millennia.

From there Davis moves 
into the scientific struc-
ture of the book, laying out 
an in-depth explanation of 
the archaeological process. 

This chapter focuses on four key areas: Ethnographic 
Research (people studies), The Technology of 
Archaeology (primarily radio-carbon dating), Rock 
Talk (stone tools, flint knapping, and the lithic reduc-
tion sequence), and Hunter Gatherer Archaeology (the 
difficulty of studying societies who lack in long-lasting 
artifacts, or ‘material culture’). 

In the fourth chapter, Davis presents a trio of differing 
hypotheses debated among archaeologists regarding the 
original migration routes of Paleo humans into the area. 

With Eric Carlson’s rich, layered illustrations and 
Davis’s lucid, almost friendly style, these four chapters 
could no doubt be expanded into their own highly read-
able volume. But it’s from this point onward that Six 
Hundred Generations truly shines. 

F
or mAny who’ve never lived here, Montana is an enigma. 

It’s this billowing sky, the wild swagger of the Great Divide, these pristine rivers flowing through emerald 
mountain valleys, into the gilded waves of the vast sea of prairie. 

It’s the remote homeland of robust Native American cultures; the rugged frontier for resourceful home-
steaders, insatiable cattle barons and the stoic cowboy that still rides in imaginations the world over.

Montana …
Based largely on a grand geography and a carefully curated history, this romanticized notion is more representative 

of an American West state-of-mind than an actual American state out West. 
Those who call Montana home live in that actual state. They have little choice but to abide the jagged edges.
It’s sparsely populated, mostly rural, and relatively low-income. Agriculture and extractive industry largely drive the 

economy. And punishing weather extremes are possible on any given day.
This Montana shreds clothes, strains relationships, kills cars and cattle. This Montana hangs in a cold garage, not an 

art gallery.  
But it’s more than a notion. It’s a force that shapes our lives. To accept that is to respect, appreciate, perhaps even 

come to love its true nature. Our books this season offer three unique perspectives from this Montana. 

B OOK  R EV I E WS B Y  A D A M  B O E H L E R
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 In each of the following 12 chapters Davis uses 
a different well-known Montana archaeological site to 
explain the habits, technology and culture of its former 
inhabitants. Using his extraordinary knowledge, Davis 
guides the reader across Montana and through time, 
depicting the full scope of Paleo habitation— from the 
mammoth hunting Clovis people of the Anzick Site near 
Wilsall to the Battle of the Rosebud Site near Glendive.

This book is an illuminating and important journey. 
It should be required reading for every Montanan.

INSIDE MONTANA 
POLITICS: A Reporter’s 
View from the Trenches
By Mike Dennison | The History Press, softcover,  
224 pages, $21.99

whAt cArl m. dAvis is to the people of montAnA’s 
ancient past, Mike Dennison is to the people of its pres-
ent. For nearly 30 years he’s been meticulously excavat-
ing Montana’s political landscape, discovering verifiable 
information that obliterates conjecture and establishes 
facts.

Case in point: due largely to Dennison’s diligence 
and persistence, Bob Gannon—former CEO of the late, 
great Montana Power Company—was exposed as a 
generally bad guy.

 In true Montana fashion, Dennison is humbly dedi-
cated to his craft and has thereby established himself 
as one of the most highly respected newsmen in recent 
Montana memory.

A Seattle native, Dennison earned degrees in jour-
nalism and English from the University of Montana in 
Missoula. The majority of his journalism experience has 
been here in Big Sky country, where he’s covered poli-
tics and state government for multiple news outlets since 
1992.

In his new book, Inside Montana Politics, Dennison 

takes readers beyond the 
headlines and into the 
trenches of the biggest stories 
to play out in Montana over 
that time. But he’s quick to 
point out that “This book is 
not a memoir.” 

In other words, it’s not 
about him. On these pages 
are stories of not one but 
many high-profile politi-
cal campaigns, the most 
devastating corporate 

debacle this side of the Anaconda Company, and a few 
everyday Montanans in pursuit of justice, or at least 
acknowledgement. 

“But,” as Dennison says, “the most compelling 
element of any story is not the what, when or where—
it’s the who, the person, the character that drives it.” He 
continues, “That’s why I organized this book around a 
few intriguing people who stood out in my career and 
Montana history as central characters who drove the 
story.” 

With his signature clarity and workmanlike style, 
Dennison reanimates perhaps the most indelible 
Montanans of modern times. 

While this book is drawn largely from his reporting 
for some of Montana’s largest news outlets, it is far more 
than a simple rehashing of those articles. It’s more like 
a retroactive press pass granting the reader access to 
the dramatic wheelhouse moments when the ship of the 
Treasure State dramatically shifted course, allowing you 
to forget your bunk is belowdecks. 

Whether it’s for the story of Bob Gannon’s cata-
strophic scuttling of the Montana Power Company, or 
Brian Schweitzer’s bull moose gubernatorial tenure, or 
the tragic injustice of Cody Marble’s stolen time, read 
Mike Dennison’s book, Inside Montana Politics. It’s 
damn near cinematic. 

Then write him a letter and thank him for his 
service. 

On these pages are stories of not one but many high-profile political campaigns, 
the most devastating corporate debacle this side of the Anaconda Company,  
and a few everyday Montanans in pursuit of justice, or at least acknowledgement. 
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BArrie gilBert mAde A Big mistAke in yellowstone 
National Park in 1977: he charged a grizzly bear. He 
didn’t do it on purpose, of course, but the bear didn’t 
know that and she ripped half his face off, including an 
eye. He lost 40 percent of his blood and his survival is 
something of a miracle.

That would have been enough bears for most people, 
but a year later, the Utah State University professor was 
back in the field, studying bears, something he kept 
doing for another 40 years.

One of Us starts with the attack and the rescue, 
remarkable tales he passes through in a couple of 

chapters so he can get to the 
book’s larger message: bears 
are smart and adaptable, and 
their reactions to us depend in 
large part on our treatment of 
them. Leave them alone and 
give them space, he says, and 
they’ll do the same.

It’s a lesson he learned the 
hard way.

Gilbert’s career focused on 
close observation of bears but 

I AM MONTANA: Student 
Reflections on Identity  
and Place
Edited by Dave Caserio and Claire Compton | Billings 
Bookstore Collective, softcover, 124 pages, $10

montAnAns Are modest people. While they may be quick 
to help a neighbor, they mostly stay to themselves. They 
accept a relatively anonymous lifestyle. Indeed, many 
have come here in search of it. 

But for a young, vulnerable portion of the population, 
that anonymity feels less like a comfort and more like a 
vacuum. For those who already exist in the in-between 
places, all this open space can make them feel invisible.

It was a desire to give these people a voice that led to 
the creation of the I Am Montana project.

Two Montana-based organizations came together to 
form the project. The Free Verse Writing Project teaches 
literature and creative writing to students in juvenile 
detention facilities across the state, and Second Season 
is a civic organization that helps the youth of Northern 
Cheyenne communities set and achieve positive goals. 

In the fall of 2018, the project held writing work-
shops in five different juvenile detention facilities from 
Missoula to Fort Peck. According to Claire Compton, 

Executive Director of the 
Free Verse Writing Project, 
the aim was to reconcile two 
different worlds. 

“On one side,” she says, 
“the open spaces and big sky 
for which Montana is famous. 
On the other, the lived expe-
riences of young people in 
detention.” 

The project was soon 
expanded to include 
students from the Billings 

Career Center and Billings Senior High School. Under 
the direction of poet and author Dave Caserio, these 
students, like the youth in the detention centers, were 
asked to write and reflect on who they are and where 
they come from.

Out of these unique workshops came a slim but 
important volume: I Am Montana: Student Reflections 
on Identity and Place.  Edited by Caserio and Compton, 
these pages become a microphone for young Montanans 
unused to being heard.

These are not the overwrought verses often found in 
university workshops. They are rough, raw and spare, 
and as such, they are perfect reflections of the people 
and places that produced them. 

ED I T O R ’ S  P I C K S

ONE OF US: A Biologist’s Walk Among Bears
By Barrie K Gilbert | Friesen Press, softcover, 252 pages, $20.99

B Y  S C O T T  M c M I L L I O N
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he kept his hands off them and has little tolerance for 
repeated trapping and collaring of grizzlies. It’s “abusive 
handling” that can make them dangerous, he says.

 “As a hiker in Yellowstone, I do not want to meet a 
bear that has been captured six times,” Gilbert writes.

The goal of his research was to find “ways for people 
and grizzlies to co-exist without fear and guns.”

The book includes many insights, offers some humor, 

and takes to the woodshed the commercial and political 
greed that threatens the wild country bears need. Their 
future depends on human decisions too often driven by 
myths and fears.

 “Their fate is in the hands of the super predator, 
Homo not-so-sapiens,” he writes.

Gilbert’s book tells us how to get smarter about bears. 
Science drives his message. His wounds give it weight.

two remArkABle new Books exAmine very different 
chunks of Montana. One looks at the places where people 
live and work; the other looks at a place where people can 
only visit.

Voices of Yellowstone’s Capstone focuses on the 
Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area. While each chap-
ter includes beautiful customized maps, it’s no guide-
book or list of arcane facts. It’s a book of stories about a 
remarkable place. (Full disclosure: I served as consulting 
editor for this book and wrote a chapter for it.)

Editors Traute Parrie and Jesse Logan assembled 
experts in everything from geology to wildflowers, from 
avalanches to sheep herding, to explain the A-B’s biology, 
its structure, its soul. It’s an easy place to appreciate but 
a tough one to grasp.

“It’s surprisingly hard to be a student of wilderness,” 
writes Todd Burritt in the opening chapter. “You have to 
be on guard against yourself.”

But he and dozens of other writers, scientists, histori-
ans, photographers and illustrators take on the task.

Hank Rate, who 
worked hard to get 
federal protection 
for the A-B in the 
1970s, summed up 
the editors’ goal.

“If you don’t 
capture all the 
voices, all you 
end up with is 
whispers.”

A Million Acres 
was published to 
celebrate the protec-
tion of 1 million 
privately owned 
acres by conserva-
tion easements held 
by the Montana 
Land Reliance. But 
the book barely 

mentions the Reliance. Rather, it allows 20 Montana 
writers, and photographer Alexis Bongofsky, to examine 
what makes Montana what it is: beautiful, compelling, 
contradictory.

A Million Acres looks hard at the state, what works and 
what doesn’t, what can be salvaged and why it’s worth it. 

Sterling HolyWhiteMountain’s essay examines how 
the Indians have been shafted in Montana. But he also 
exalts in the state’s silences, the joy of that one perfect 
moment when sun and the sky and land all join to create 
magic, if we watch for it.

“Like all good and beautiful things there is no 
predicting it or calling it forth,” he writes. “The moment 
arrives and departs of its own accord.”

Both books are replete with perfect moments, there for 
the grasping.

VOICES OF 
YELLOWSTONE’S 
CAPSTONE: A Narrative 
Atlas of the Absaroka-
Beartooth Wildneress
Edited by Traute N. Parrie and Jesse A. Logan | Absaroka 
Beartooth Wilderness Foundation, softcover, 338 pages, $45

A MILLION ACRES: 
Montana Writers Reflect on 
Land and Open Space
Edited by Keir Graff | Riverbend Publishing, hardcover,  
160 pages, $34.95




