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Chapter II – Description of Railroad Urban Renewal District 

Brief History of the Area 

Helena’s Railroad District was borne of the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1883.  At the time, 
Helena—capital of Montana Territory and regional commercial hub—centered on the downtown area 
flanking Last Chance Gulch, with residential areas ringing the city center.  The site the Northern Pacific 
chose for its Helena depot lay about a mile and a half east of downtown, in a largely undeveloped area 
on the fringes of the city.  The railroad’s arrival sparked a boom in the city generally, and transformed 
the fields on its eastern edges into a semi-autonomous commercial hub and vibrant residential 
neighborhood.  By virtue of its 
location at the base of the 
mountains cresting at the 
continental divide, Helena 
occupied a strategic location on 
the Northern Pacific’s line—to get 
over the divide, trains needed to 
be broken into smaller units and 
assisted by additional 
locomotives: this fact promised a 
busy future for Helena’s railyard.  
The railroad soon established 
extensive operations in Helena 
and became a major employer.  It also connected Helena to goods and markets in population centers to 
the east and west, stimulating almost every aspect of the young city’s economy.5 
 
In the Railroad District itself, the arrival of the 
Northern Pacific spawned immediate real 
estate speculation and development.  
Surveyors staked out Helena Avenue to link 
the new depot with the established 
downtown business district, and several 
hotels soon lined Railroad Avenue.  Rental 
homes and rooming houses sprang up on 
newly-platted lots, and saloons, stores and 
butcher shops appeared alongside.  A school 
and a church soon followed. Growth in the 
district reflected both the railroad’s influence 
and historic development patterns in the era 
before the spread of automobiles: residents 
mostly worked for the railroad or kept the 
shops along the tracks, and businesses 
catered to neighborhood residents and to travelers arriving on or boarding passenger trains.  Facilities 
that required railroad access—like grain elevators, warehouses and factories— also built near the tracks, 
which quickly constituted “Helena’s primary industrial zone.”  Like the railroad itself, these businesses 
were staffed mainly by area residents, and “the area developed its own distinct identity as a working 
class neighborhood.”6  

Helena’s railroad district in the 1890s.  

St. Mary’s Church.  
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At the time, Helena was divided into seven 
municipal wards and the railroad additions 
composed the city’s 6th Ward.  The 
neighborhood has been known by that 
name ever since, and it has retained its 
distinctive working class feel and strong 
railroad-neighborhood identity.  
Historically, this solidarity was reinforced by 
the predominance of Catholicism among 
neighborhood residents, and in 1910 the 
Catholic Church built the Colonial Revival-
style St. Mary’s Church and School to serve 
the more than 500 parishioners in the area.  
The facility beckoned the 6th Ward faithful 
for over 50 years, and its history brackets the heyday and demise of the district it served.7  
 
Optimism characterized the first fifteen years of the twentieth century in Montana, and Helena enjoyed 
stability and steady growth.  By 1911, according to some sources, Helena was the richest city per capita 
in United States.8  While such wealth didn’t trickle down to the 6th Ward, it, too, prospered.  The 
Northern Pacific added new passenger trains to its daily service and, in 1903, replaced the original 
wood-frame depot with a handsome brick edifice designed by architect Charles Reed.  
 
Other substantial improvements in the 
neighborhood appeared during these 
thriving years.  After builders completed the 
Catholic church and school, bricklayers 
paved several blocks of Railroad Avenue 
with bricks to enhance the appeal and 
prestige of the depot area, and multiple 
masonry buildings appeared on the 
commercial side of the street, furthering 
“the impression of stability and 
permanence.”   In 1911, much of the Grand 
Pacific Hotel was razed, and in its place rose 
the three-story Hotel Drake.  In this period, 
the population of the district also changed 
noticeably, as “the railroad imported some 
40 male workers of Japanese descent who 
were housed in railroad ‘warehouses’ . . . 
along the NP tracks.”9 
 
As they did across Montana, the boom years of the early 20th century proved fleeting in the Railroad 
District. Drought descended on Montana in the late ‘teens, and the state became the only one in the 
nation to lose population in the 1920s.10  The national Great Depression followed, and the local effects 
of all of these developments were compounded by devastating damage from a series of earthquakes 
that hit Helena in October 1935.  Despite “being one of the hardest-hit sections of the city,” life in the 6th 
Ward went on much as it had before.  Growth in the district stagnated in these decades, and little 

Union Depot, Helena, Montana.  

Helena’s railroad district, 1937.  
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expansion or development occurred, but neighborhood residents continued to work for the railroad or 
associated industries and shop in the commercial district that remained clustered along near the tracks.  
Businesses and shops, many run by the original owners or their children, still catered to train travelers, 
railroad workers, and the working-class residents of the 6th Ward.  Beginning in 1930, these same groups 
could also enjoy a bit of greenery and open space—the city called it a “beauty spot”— while they took a 
break from traveling, working or shopping.  That year, after reports that “Helena had the worst looking 
depot area on the entire NP line,” the crowded and run-down commercial block immediately west of 
the depot was razed, and Beattie Park was created.11   
 
The railroad-centered way of life that defined and sustained the 6th Ward into the mid-20th century 
would not last.  Although the neighborhood enjoyed a brief boom period during World War II—readily 
apparent in the many remodeled facades of businesses in the depot commercial district—the era 
ushered in a long period of decline that corresponded to the diminishing national importance of 
railroads.  Improvements in roads and vehicles, and a fervor for all things automotive, drove the 
increasing importance of cars and trucks for transporting goods and people, and airplane travel 
expanded.  All of these reduced railroad-related employment and travel, both of which hurt the 6th 
Ward.  At the same time, industries mechanized and modernized, reducing their workforces and 
relocating farther from city centers.  People, too, began to sprawl into suburbs, no longer relying on 
their legs to get to work, school, and stores.  The Railroad District lost jobs, businesses, and residents, 
and began a steady decline that would endure for 50 years.  That decline would be punctuated, and 
symbolized, in 1971, when the Northern Pacific discontinued passenger service.  Paradoxically, that 
decline in many ways preserved the neighborhood, protecting it from the kind of redevelopment that so 
often destroys historic districts.  Today the 6th Ward is an unusually intact historic district with a strong 
neighborhood identity.  As such, it is ripe for the type of investment that will improve and revitalize the 
area and enhance its existing assets.12 
 

Railroad Urban Renewal District Boundaries  
 
The Railroad Urban Renewal District boundary is defined as an area generally straddling the Montana 
Rail Link mainline, bounded by North Last Chance Gulch to the west and Interstate 15 to the east. The 
boundaries of the District are based on key transportation corridors, existing land use patterns, and 
existing conditions of blight that can be addressed with Tax Increment Financing (TIF). In general, District 
boundaries take into consideration the ability to generate revenue (tax increment), feasibility of 
improving infrastructure, proximity to services, reasonable benefit, effects on taxing jurisdictions, and 
opportunities for success.  
 
Consideration was given to underutilized properties, where land value exceeds the value of 
improvements, and to properties that allow a higher intensity of use under current zoning. Stable 
residential neighborhoods, where redevelopment is less likely to occur, were generally excluded from 
the district. However, several residential areas were included where infrastructure such as sidewalks or 
traffic calming is needed.  
 
Based on public input and legal counsel, the preliminary boundaries presented in the Statement of 
Blight were modified to include entire blocks and areas, such as Boulder Avenue, which have a history of 
traffic issues that could be addressed with TIF funding. Helena High School, Helena College, and the 
Helena Housing Authority (Stuart Homes) were not included in the District because these properties are 
not consistent with the historic railroad district character and associated commercial/industrial uses; do 




