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Introduction

• Tonight, I would like to expand our view of WWI 
and go beyond the Western Front, and focus on a 
lesser known area of WWI, mainly the demise of 
the Austro-Hungarian empire and the emergence 
of independent South Slavic states, in South 
Eastern Europe, or the Balkans.  At the same 
time, I want to focus on the participation of 
Montanans in WWI, both in the Macedonian 
Front as part of the wars of liberation from the 
Austro Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman 
Empire during the pre-1917 period when the US 
officially entered the war. 



Introduction
• The focus of this presentation is Montanans from the 

Balkans (Bosnians, Greeks, Croats, Macedonians, 
Montenegrins, Serbs, Slovenes) who emigrated to the 
US and Montana in the late 19th century and early part 
of the twentieth century from their homelands, which 
were incorporated into two empires destined to 
demise after WWI – the Ottoman and the Austro-
Hungarian Empires. The participation of these 
individuals in WWI draws attention to the multiethnic 
nature of Montana at this time, as well as the 
formation and re-formation of national and regional 
identity – Montanan, American, and as it pertains to 
the emerging nations of South Eastern Europe.



The Archduke and his Spouse, soon to be assassinated 
in Sarajevo:  June 28, 1914



The Bosnian Serb Assassin
Gavril Princip: Freedom Fighter or Terrorist?



WWI Saw the End of Four Empires and the Emergence of New 
Independent Countries following the Wilsonian Doctrine of 

Self-Determination



Ethno-Linguistic Groups of the Austro-Hungarian Empire –
Note that Serbia, Montenegro were Independent and Allies to 

the US



Serbs and Montenegrins in Butte already from the end 
of the 19th c. 



1910 Census Data – Multicultural MT



MT data in First Column
Carbon County Data – Last Column



National (not ethnic!) Background of 1st and 2nd Generations 
in   Carbon County (Red Lodge and Bearcreek)



National and Regional Identities
• Why is this important?  The terms used in this census 

data are politically charged and horribly out of date.  
Still, the fact remains that MT in 1910 was much more 
diverse culturally, ethnically, and linguistically than any 
time since.  We Montanans are very proud of our roots 
and especially during election periods, we tend to see 
advertising about how many generations a candidate's 
family has been in Montana.  This pride is even evident 
in the WWI poster listing the speakers where we read 
that a few are proudly Montana natives or even Billings 
natives.  I must admit - I am one of them.  Proudly. 



Croatian (Austrian) Immigrant Convicted of Sedition
Immigrants from Austria Shared Different Vision of post-war 

Austria



Slovene (Austrian) Immigrant Convicted of Sedition



Note on Methodology and Sources

• Remember, my focus are the participation of Montanans in WWI, both in 
the pre and post 1917 periods, while recognizing many Montanans joined 
the allied cause before the US officially declared war in 1917.  The census 
data as I have shown, are valuable, but to a point. Behind the great 
appellation Austrian, Russian, Turkish, etc. we really don't know who these 
individuals were.  What language did they speak at home?  What about 
their religion?  What about their loyalty to the Emperor - Franz Josef, Czar 
Nicholas, etc.?  To learn more about the individuals it is necessary to 
access linguistic and philological evidence from contemporary sources, 
including immigration records, birth and death records, and for this 
presentation, military induction, registration and discharge records.  
Names matter, but so does the filter through which these non-English 
names are rendered into English.  Were the informants literate?  How well 
did the recording agent know his geography?  Were marginalia or notes 
preserved in the records.  The other important sources are in front of us 
every day - the newspapers obituaries, sports reports, graduation records 
and for the intervening 100 years - the graveyards and tombstones of our 
communities. 



Montana Memory Project
http://mtmemory.org

• The Montana Memory Project provides access to digital collections from 
numerous Montana libraries and historical repositories relating to 
Montana’s cultural heritage and government. These collections and items 
document the Montana experience. Many of these items are digitized 
copies of historic material, some items are contemporary. All serve as a 
resource for education, business, pleasure, and lifelong learning. This is a 
statewide project of the Montana State Library and the Montana Historical 
Society Research Center.

• Note that the MSUB Library is a contributor to this project by providing 
access to yearbooks and student newspapers. So if any graduates of EMC 
are in the audience, you can locate and view your yearbook and papers 
online!

• http://mtmemory.org
• I used primarily the collection of Military Enlistments for WWI . The card 

file is part of the Montana Adjutant General's Office Records 1889-1959.

http://montanamemory.org/contributors.aspx
http://msl.mt.gov/
http://mhs.mt.gov/research.aspx


Enemy Alien Category

• Enemy Alien were not to be drafted since they 
would be put in position of fighting against 
their own countrymen, and as we shall see, 
there are exceptions to this. Some were 
conscripted but discharged after failing to 
prove their loyalty to the US Army



The Archival Material
• For the remainder of my presentation, I would like to show 

several original documents that pertain to participation of 
South Slavic immigrants in Montana in WWI.  Through the 
MT Memory project, I was able to view online the 
registration cards for WWI inductees.  In particular, I was 
most interested in those from Austria with obvious South 
Slavic attributes, either place of birth, first and last names, 
or additional information.  The cards themselves provide 
abundant philological and linguistic evidence of the 
ethnicity of the individual, but also how the individual was 
viewed by the draft board, the clerk filling out the form, 
and how the individual viewed themselves in terms of 
becoming an American. 



Notes on the Material
• There are many Italian immigrants who were also from Austria, but I've chosen to focus only on the 

South Slavs with particular attention to Carbon County, really Red Lodge and Bearcreek.  Therefore, 
these documents provide a full and accurate picture of the participation of Austrian born South 
Slavs in WWI.  As we shall see, some eagerly accepted the challenge of returning to Europe to fight 
the enemies of their homelands, while others were more reluctant to fight against Austria.  The 
prime factor, I believe, was the political orientation of the individual - how did he feel about his 
homelands place in Austria, both during the war and in the future.  Of course, there were other 
factors and at the end of the day, it was an individual decision whether to serve in the US Army, 
even though the individuals were recognized, usually, as Enemy Aliens and could easily avoid 
service by demonstrating their loyalty to the Austro Hungarian Empire. 

•
• The records provide information on place of birth, often through the filter of both the individual’s 

report, prior written records and ability of the clerk or the draft board to filter this information 
through another language.  We can assume some of these individuals did not speak English well 
and may have had strong accents. 

•
• We can also see evidence here of the process of "Americanization" or the striving to become US 

Citizens by naturalization, but also US citizens by culture.  Name changes, spellings, professions all 
testify to this. 

•
• Here I will review a few of these records, most from Carbon County, but a few from elsewhere in 

Montana and even a few non Slavs for context.









































Bearcreek Cemetery 2014



“Bearcreek” in Cyrillic
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