
B
orn in Ireland in 1840,  
Jim Murray lived in Canada  
from age 8 until 18, when  
he sought gold in California. 
Five years later he went  
to Montana Territory with  

no formal education and little money. By 1873  
he had established a banking house in Butte. 
When he died on May 11, 1921, at his 15,000- 
square-foot seaside mansion in Monterey, Calif., 
he was a millionaire several times over. In today’s 
dollars his estate was worth more than $2 billion. 
His path to riches provides a colorful guide on 
how to make a fortune in the West. Here are 
seven strategies Murray followed to emerge as  
a self-made tycoon:

1 
Wear your guns in sight and never give an 
inch: Murray’s tenacity was the single most 
important factor in his success. A reporter 
from The St. Paul Globe wrote, “He carried 

his weapons in sight, and whenever anyone ques-
tioned his right, he would say simply ‘What’s mine 
is mine, and I’ll have it if I have to go to hell for it.’” 
One of Murray’s longtime friends gave this warning 
to lawyers trying to protect an estate from Murray’s 
reach: “He will do anything and everything to give 

you fellows the worst of it, and he never sleeps.” 
Murray spared no one. He enforced every con-
tract to the letter—even foreclosing on widows and 
close friends. But besides tenacity, Murray needed 
a business or two to build a fortune. He started 
with mining and gambling. 

2Drive to bedrock: Murray’s first business 
venture in Montana Territory was pros-
pecting. When Murray trekked into the 
mountains, he took more than a simple 

prospector’s kit; he took a hoist and dug to bed-
rock. The Irishman knew the big paydays were not 
in the streams sifting flakes. You had to find a rich 
vein you could chase deep into the mountainside. 

3Stack the deck: In Murray’s early years his 
second income came from gambling in 
Butte. He played with marked cards, dealt 
from the bottom of the deck and found sure-

thing proposition bets. One of his favorite “cinches” 
was to find a trader trundling a load of merchandise 
through town. Murray would pay an accomplice a 
small sum to count the items in the wagon and then 
have the merchant park outside a saloon. The wily 
gambler trimmed plenty of suckers (his words) will-
ing to bet on the number of items in the wagon.

4 
Lend to the dreamers—and then foreclose: 
After Murray’s initial success with mining 
and gambling, he put his savings to work 
grubstaking prospectors. He took their min-

ing claims and livestock as collateral and foreclosed 
the minute they failed to make payment. This gave 
Murray a great deal of mines and horses to manage. 
He bred and sold the horses for profit and leased 
out the marginal mining claims to a steady stream of 
new prospectors. In the unlikely event they made a 
strike, he included a provision for royalty payments.

5 Keep the best: If Murray foreclosed on a 
claim with good prospects, he kept it for 
himself and hired down-on-their-luck pros-
pectors to work it for him. Plenty of men 

in camp would work for a guaranteed paycheck.

6Obstruct and extort: Murray learned through 
his frequent court visits that blocking prog-
ress paid off. He could sue someone in a 
hurry to advance a project, or who had little 

seed money, and might get a handsome settle-
ment if the party wanted to avoid, or could not 
afford, a court proceeding. Murray hit the mother 
lode with this strategy when he purchased mining 
claims in Butte’s central business district. As the 
town grew, builders and public officials needed 
the surface rights covered by his mining claims, 
and Murray held the businesses and city hostage. 
If they failed to pay him rent for his surface rights, 
he took them to court and had them evicted. Murray 
collected more than $600,000 a year in rental pay-
ments from this scheme until the courts finally 
deemed it unjust. The newspapers commented 
wryly, “Now a man can buy a lot in the heart of 
the Silver City by paying for it but once.”

7 Pick the deep pockets: Murray noted that gov-
ernment at all levels had deep pockets and 
a tolerance for paying over-market prices. 
He chased a number of real estate and utility 

projects from Seattle to San Diego with the end-
game being a sale to a government agency. For ex-
ample, Murray bought the Pocatello, Idaho, water 
franchise and provided adequate service for several 
years, until he decided to sell and simply stopped 
regular water deliveries. Furious city officials and 
residents tried to force him to improve service. 
Murray’s loyal superintendent turned back one such 

effort with a few rifle shots, but the town formed 
a posse and overtook the plant. To diffuse the situ-
ation, Murray suggested the city buy the water 
franchise. It took some time, but he was able to 
get his price from desperate officials. A Butte news- 
paperman summed up Murray’s business strate-
gies this way: “Had he lived in the days of Drake 
and Raleigh, he would have been a buccaneer.”

The millionaire spent more time in saloons ca-
rousing with old friends than he did in boardrooms. 
“He who never made an enemy was not worth hav-
ing as a friend,” he once said. In the last months of 
his life he rejected a deal with San Diego for one of 
his waterworks, as city officials would not meet his 
price. He went to the grave never giving an inch.

His widow Mary, nephew James E. Murray and 
business partner Ed Fletcher all wanted a piece 
of his estate. Neither James, later a U.S. senator 
representing Montana, nor Ed, later a Califor-
nia state senator, could best Mary, who won the 
majority of the estate in court despite being left out 
of Murray’s will. After all, she had learned from 
the best, and never gave an inch. WW

SEVEN  WAYS TO MAKE  
A MILLION IN THE WEST

Jim Murray amassed a fortune with his enterprising schemes in Montana Territory  By Bill Farley
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Murray owned  
three hot springs in 
Montana, including 
those in the postcards 
above. The Boulder 
Hot Springs Inn and 
Spa, between Butte 
and Helena, remains 
in business [boulder 
hotsprings.com].

Murray, below,  
had this hacienda 
built in Monterey, 
Calif. The property 
was razed in the 
1940s to make 
way for canneries.
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