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The original homestead act, known as the Homestead Act of 1862, was signed 
into law by President Abraham Lincoln on May 20, 1862. The Homestead Act 
allowed a settler, at least 21 years of age, 160 western acres free if he or she lived 
on it for at least five years, cultivated a certain number of acres, paid a small 
filing fee, and built improvements on it. Anyone who had never taken up arms 
against the U.S. government, including freed slaves, could file an application to 
claim a federal land grant.  
 
After the creation of the Forest Reserves in 1891, one of the principal reasons for 
opposition to the Reserves was the inclusion of agricultural lands within forest 
boundaries. The Forest Homestead Act of June 11, 1906 was passed in order to 
make this agricultural land available for settlement. The Forest Homestead Act 
allowed people to settle on land primarily suited for agriculture located within the 
national forests. The act was intended to quiet the protests of those unhappy with 
the inclusion of non-forest lands within the forest reserves and also to attract "a 
superior type of homesteader" to the Forest who would help protect its resources. 
This law resulted in some settlement in the Nez Perce National Forest, but many 
of the homesteads eventually reverted back to the Forest Service. Administering 
the provisions of the act took much of the forest ranger's time in the early 1900s. 

Roy Randall and Dr. C.H. Bryan at the Three Forks Ranch Homestead 
 

A few hearty souls had the mettle to file for homestead claims within the wilds 
of the area we call today the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness.  The country was 
extremely hard to access as well as difficult and costly to homestead.  Life was 
hard in the remote country, far from any settlements.  Homesteaders were 
reduced to subsistence farming with winters spent on trap lines to make ends 
meet.  Others found employment with the Forest Service.  Regardless, several 
folks made a go of it.  Many geographic points named after these hearty souls 
remain as testament to their grit such as Pettibone Ridge, Freeman Peak, 
Shearer Peak, and Shissler Peak.   
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Moose Creek Ranches 
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The Moose Creek Ranches, located at the three forks of Moose 
Creek, was a hunting lodge and dude ranch.  Clientele 
included hunters, fisherman, trail riders and those seeking 
seclusion, relaxation, and it is also rumored—gambling.  The 
ranch had its own dam for power and an airstrip.  The ranch, 
consolidated between 1944 and 1962 from five homesteads 
into a 745 acre parcel, was purchased by the Forest Service in 
1966.  The structures were subsequently destroyed to return 
the area to its natural condition.  
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Seminole Ranch 

In 1908 Frank Freeman applied for a 126 acre homestead claim at the site of the 
current day Seminole Ranch along Moose Creek. Today Freeman Peak, which stands 
directly to the west of his homestead, reminds us that Freeman was an important 
contributor in the developing history of the Moose Creek drainage.  The homestead 
changed hands twice in the 1920s.  In 1925  Alson Johnstone gave it a try for a year 
and in 1926 Fred Shaner acquired the place.  Shaner served as the district ranger at 
the nearby Moose Creek Ranger Station from 1925 – 1930. In 1952 Omar V. 
Richardson purchased the homestead and called it the Selway River Ranch.  In 1956 
the ranch was sold to Joe E. Richardson and Gwen Maynard, owners of the Riverside 
Lumber Mill at Orofino, Idaho. They built several frame structures.  Approximately 
80,000 board feet of lumber, 1,000 bricks, 1,500 concrete blocks, and 70 tons of rock 
were flown in to the Moose Creek Ranger Station airfield during construction. They 
called the ranch simply “Moose Creek”.  In 1964 Robert T. Griffith bought the ranch to 
operate a small outfitters operation. Griffith called the ranch “The Seminole” after a 
close friend who was part Seminole Indian.  In 2001 the Conservation Fund purchased 
the ranch and in 2005 the Forest Service acquired the property.   

Gary Shaw photo, 1960. 

Aerial view of the Seminole Ranch in 1965 

Seminole Ranch in 1960s 

Seminole Ranch main building in 1962. 
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George Case and Fred Shaner 
Homesteading neighbors and Forest 

Service rangers. 



Fae Smith 

In 1920 Fae Smith of Lowell staked a homestead claim for just over 33 acres 
along the main fork of Moose Creek.  A bachelor, he lived in the only structure 
on the claim, a three room log cabin with a kitchen, bedroom and store room.  He 
lived there in the summer with his horse and dog and wintered elsewhere where 
he could find work.  Smith maintained his claim until 1963.  The Forest 
Service bought the property in 1967. 

George Case first came to the Selway area in 1922 when he claimed a 
homestead on the flat bench between the two forks of Moose Creek.  Case settled 
the land under the Soldier’s Rights Homestead Act—he had served two years in 
the Army prior to that.  His log cabin had one room with three windows.  In 
1962 the Moose Creek Ranches bought his homestead and in 1966 the Forest 
Service acquired the property.  Case served as the Moose Creek District Ranger 
from 1930 until 1942.   
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Howard Engle and his wife 
Francis near Rainbow 

Lake, circa 1930s.  

Mrs. Ken Maryott photo—Dick Walker Collection. 

Howard and Francis Engle 

Howard Engle on the Selway 
River Trail in 1936. 
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Howard Engle operated an 
outfitting business from his 
homestead at the Three Forks of 
Moose Creek in the 1920s and 
1930s.  His wife Frances was 
often by his side.   

Horses grazing in front of the 
Engle homestead cabin on the 

North Fork of Moose Creek in 1936.  

Howard Engle photo 
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Francis near the Old Cougar 
Cabin with a mountain goat.   



Selway Lodge 

In 1906, at the age of 48 Henry Pettibone staked a 
homestead claim north of his shirt-tail relative Phil 
Shearer’s place along the Selway River.  Henry lived 
at what would later become known as the Selway 
Lodge with his brother Rufus.  Henry and Rufus 
made a go of it by growing their own produce and 
hay as well as selling a wide variety of produce to 
both the Moose Creek and Bear Creek Ranger 
Stations.  By 1918 Pettibone had 19 head of cattle, 
7 horses and 15 chickens.  He wintered his cattle 
around Cow Creek, six miles below his place.  He also 
did some trapping in the winter.  Henry is buried at 
his homestead where he died in 1931.   

Henry B. Pettibone—  
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Henry getting a haircut. 

Henry B. Pettibone Homestead in 1931— 
 Punk Wolfinbarger Collection 

Renshaw’s 
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Renshaw, 1946. 
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The Pettibone Ranch 1946. 
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Jim Renshaw in 2007. 

In 1931 Alvin Renshaw bought the Pettibone Ranch near the mouth of Bear Creek 
along the Selway River.  In 1932 he packed his wife and three small children to their 
new home deep within the Selway National Forest.  For the next sixteen years the 
Renshaw family hosted numerous guests from all over the country at their Selway 
Lodge.  Alvin sold the business and lodge in 1948.  Over the next few years Alvin’s 
son Jim packed for the new owners of the Selway Lodge.  He later bought an old 
homestead at Trout Creek, near Three Forks in the Moose Creek drainage and operated 
his own outfitting business in various locations in the Selway area, retiring in 1988.   

Henry B. Pettibone 



Packing firewood at North star 
Ranch In 1946. 

Sid Poppe photo—Dick Walker Collection 

Two miles north of Running Creek and a short jaunt up North Star Creek 
from the river is the North Star Ranch.  The ranch was originally 
homesteaded by Bill Reap, a big Irishman who had worked at the race tracks 
and shod horses.  He owned the place for eight years and in 1916 sold to a 
miner named Stewart.  Later Archie Baldwin, a Forest Service packer from 
Idaho, tried to make a go at the North Star, turning it into a dude ranch.  Not 
able to make a profit at dude ranching, Baldwin sold the ranch to a 
California corporation.    
 
In the 1940s Ole Wolfinbarger became caretaker of the North Star for the 
California corporation.  Ole raised cattle and hosted hunting parties . In 1946 
Ole’s nephew Punk, who had been in the Navy for ten years, moved in with 
his uncle at the North Star and worked as a Forest Service packer.  Punk and 
his wife Carolyn, later owners of the ranch, operated an outfitting business.  
They were the last of the Selway inhabitants living there year-round and 
making their living entirely from the land.  Carolyn was well known for her 
wonderful elderberry wine. Carolyn passed away in 1982.  Punk retired in 
1997 and moved to Victor, Montana where he died in 2010.  

North Star Ranch 

Carolyn and Punk 
Wolfinbarger in 1978 at the 

North Star. 
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Phil Shearer 

Phil Shearer staked a homestead claim along the Selway River near the mouth 
of Elk Creek.  He raised hay and twenty to thirty head of white-faced Hereford 
cattle on his property.  Every other fall he would take a portion of his herd to the 
market in Darby, Montana. 
 
Although a good cattle man, Phil Shearer was better known for his liquid 
spirits.  Phil, along with his neighbor Henry Pettibone, raised wonderful 
gardens that included strawberries and red currants, ingredients for an 
excellent wine.  Phil also made something a little stronger with corn and sugar 
he packed from Darby.  In the winter he concocted two or three 5-gallon kegs of 
100 proof—which he later sold in Darby and Elk City for $15.00 a gallon.   

Sid Poppe photo— 
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Phil Shearer and unknown 
individual with predator furs in 

the winter of 1928 – 1929.   

Phil Shearers cabin, circa 1930s.   
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In 1934 the Forest Service purchased 20 acres of Shearer’s homestead to build 
an airstrip—construction of the airstrip began shortly thereafter.  In 1943 the 
Forest Service signed a lease agreement with Shearer for the remainder of his 
homestead.  Upon his death two years later, his sister held his estate until 1954 
when the Forest Service acquired the remaining acreage.   

Cindy Schacher photo, 2001 

In 1955 these two structures were moved two 
miles from the old Bear Creek Ranger Station 
to the old Shearer homestead where they remain 
in use today by the Forest Service.   

Shearer Airfield 
in 1936. 


