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On the Cover
Looking at photographs can require special
equipment. The stereoscope (lower L & R), patented in
1901, held a printed card with two images from slightly
different angles. Looking through the eyepiece gave
the viewer a 3-D effect (Animas Museum Collection
90.17.135). Years later the View-Master gave a 3-D look
back in color (Animas Museum Collection 96.28.1).
Downtown Durango (center) in a hand-tinted postcard
(01.31.5). Edna Ambold (upper right) poses playfully in
a studio photograph that was an advertisement for The
Famous dry goods store (91.41.5).

Stereoscope from the Animas Museum’s
permanent collection

Looking Back… at History
We’re back! After a pandemic hiatus
History La Plata returns. Unfortunately, at
the time of year when our volunteer writers
begin their research, we found many of our
resources were not available. Undaunted,
we realized one of the best sources for
history in the county was right at our
fingertips – our very own publication.
Historic Durango was first inserted into
The Durango Herald by the La Plata County
Historical Society in 1995. Over the years,
it grew in size and popularity. In 2011 we
changed the name of the publication to
History La Plata to reflect the Society’s
commitment to sharing the history of the
entire county.
This edition looks back…at history. We
mined our archives to find articles that tell
the stories of the people and places which
are our shared history. Some of the authors

At the Museum

For the safety of our volunteers, the Museum has been
conservative with COVID protocols. So two weeks after La
Plata County moves to Level Green, the Animas Museum
will be open two days a week by reservation only for
research.
• Galleries and exhibit areas will remain closed. Only
the library and front office will be open.
• We will be open on Tuesdays and Fridays from 11am
until 4pm.

are no longer with us, and some are still
committed to our history. We salute all the
volunteer researchers, writers, editors and
ad sales teams who have contributed to this
award-winning publication over the years.
Thank you to the Ballantine family and
The Durango Herald for their unflagging
support. And a special thanks to our
advertisers who have supported our efforts.
Please patronize them and tell them how
much you appreciate their commitment to
preserving our history.
Some of the articles have been edited for
length or to reflect new information that
has come to light since originally published.
Contemporary locations have been
updated, as needed, as have references to
lapsed time. Please enjoy this look back…
at history!
– The History La Plata Team

Main Avenue or at the D&SNG Railroad Museum.
Come to the Museum grounds on Saturday, September
25 for a living history event. Sheep will be the focus as
spinners, weavers and textile artists demonstrate their
crafts. There will be historic fun for the whole family. Visit
our website animasmuseum.org or follow us on social
media for the latest information.
The Museum is located at 3065 W. 2nd Ave. in
Durango. Call 970-259-2402 for more information.

About us

• Reservations will be available in one hour increments
and must be made at least one week in advance so we
can retrieve materials.
Animas Museum operations are in
the hands of volunteers. Many work
remotely, as health and safety are a
priority. Some volunteers, masked
and distanced, are pictured (left to
right, top to bottom): Ed Horvat,
Nancy Henry, Gay Kiene, Robert
McDaniel, Charlie DiFerdinando, Susan
Jones, Carolyn Bowra.

• Only La Plata County Historical Society members will be
able to make reservations for the first month. Uranium
level members will get two hours of research for free.
• All other members will be charged $10 per hour.
• Masks must be worn at all times. No more than three
people per appointment please.
July marks the anniversary of The Great Fire which
devastated downtown Durango in 1889. Learn more
about this tragic event with a self-guided walking tour.
Pick up our informative guide at the Welcome Center on
2

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

n

www.ANIMASMUSEUM.org

2021 LPCHS
Board Members
Sandy Jones, President
Gay Kiene, Vice President
Caroline Kinser, Treasurer
Susan Jones, Secretary
R. Michael Bell
Aaron Congleton
Charles DiFerdinando
Jeremy Foote
Jeff Johnson
Paul Root
Duane Smith, Emeritus

From the President
By Sandy Jones
LA PLATA COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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I am so excited that we can publish
History La Plata this spring. I anxiously wait
for the publication every spring and missed
it last year. Although the museum doors
have been shuttered this past year, the
virus has not stopped us from continuing
our mission to keep La Plata County history
and culture alive for present and future
generations. Our volunteers have been
working tirelessly behind the scenes. We
started the Second Saturday Seminars,
and have expanded the virtual exhibits.
We have been plotting and planning for
reopening, which will be after the local
health department gives us the green
light. In the meantime, we are planning a
couple of outdoor events. We will continue
to add new events. To keep up with all
the latest goings on, visit our web page at
animasmuseum.org. You can also follow us
on Facebook or Instagram.
We have missed our members, the
community and meeting new visitors. I
want to personally thank all who have
supported us during this trying time and
look forward to seeing you all soon.

The Old

Spanish Trail
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Durango’s First “Highway”
By Scott Singer

I

n the century before the mining boom that put Durango on
the map, southwest Colorado saw a succession of missionaries,
explorers and mountain men traveling a route that became known
as the Old Spanish Trail.
In the early 1700s, southwest Colorado was home to the
Weenuchiu (Weminuche) Band of Utes (now known as the Ute
Mountain Utes). During that time, Spaniards from the settlements
around Taos and Santa Fe established trade routes into the Ute
territory of southern Colorado. There is also evidence that Spanish
miners entered the San Juans in search of precious ore. There
are no written accounts of these trading and mining excursions,

A reproduction of a map drawn by Spanish cartographer Bernardo
Miera y Peheco shows the area, with the Animas River in the center.
From the Animas Museum’s permanent collection, 90.25.36.

however, as unauthorized travel into Ute territory was illegal.
In 1765, Juan Maria de Rivera made two official Spanish
expeditions into southwestern Colorado. We know from Rivera’s
journals that his route from Santa Fe crossed the river he named
Rio de las Animas (River of Souls) south of present Durango. From
here he ventured as far as the Colorado River crossing at presentday Moab.
Information from Riviera’s expeditions no doubt provided
valuable information for the next (and most documented) Spanish
expedition into southwestern Colorado. On July 29, 1776 Fathers
Francisco Atanasio Dominquez and Silvestre Velez de Escalante,
along with eight others, left Santa Fe, believing that by following
Rivera’s path, a route to the Spanish missions in California could be
established.
The party entered Colorado near present Carracas, crossed the
San Juan River, and followed it west, crossing in succession the Rio
de la Piedra Parada (Piedra River), Rio de los Pinos (Pine River), and
Rio Florido (Florida River). On August 8th they descended to the
Animas River along Wilson Gulch, the present route of Highway
160. Here the Friars crossed the river and set up camp on the
opposite bank, a location about four miles south of downtown
Durango. Their journey continued the following day through
Ridges Basin and eventually reaching the Rio de San Joaquin (La
Plata River) where the town of Hesperus now stands.
Dominguez and Escalante continued to follow the approximate
route of Highway 160, crossing the Rio de San Lazaro (Mancos
River) just north of present Mancos, before moving on to the
large southern bend of the river that Rivera had previously named
Nuestra Senora de los Dolores (Our Lady of the Sorrows).
In the following months, the party made its way into northern
Utah before turning south to Arizona, and finally back to Santa
Fe. The portion of the route this expedition followed through
southwestern Colorado saw more travelers once Mexico gained
independence from Spain in 1821, which opened legal trade with
the Utes and American traders. It wasn’t until 1829 that the route

to Los Angeles was finally traversed in its entirety.
Throughout the 1830s and 40s the Old Spanish Trail was a
primary route for fur trappers who traveled between Taos and
the fur-rich streams of the southern Rocky Mountains. Many of
the best-known mountain men who explored the Southwest
traveled this trail - August Choteau, William Wolfskill, “Peg Leg”
Smith, Etienne Provost, Kit Carson, and Antoine Robidoux. It was
Robidoux who established a fur trading post on the Gunnison
River near present Delta. His wife, Carmen, who outlived Antoine
by a number of years, was buried in Durango when she died. After
the fur trade declined in the 1840s, Robidoux and others traveled
the eastern portion of the Old Spanish Trail trading in another
commodity – slaves. Indians taken from their homes in Utah and
Colorado were bartered in New Mexico and California – a practice
that had been going on for decades.
As newer routes from the East were established to the north
and south, traffic along the Old Spanish Trail declined. More people
headed west to the gold fields in California or to settle in Oregon.
But during the busiest periods of travel along the Old Spanish Trail,
travelers that followed the route through the Durango vicinity
represented various walks of life, from pious missionaries to horse
thieves to slave traders. The evidence of their passing is seen in the
names of the landmarks and rivers around us, and it is said there
are rust stains left on the rocks from the shod hooves of horses
climbing up the west bank of the Animas River.
Originally published in Historic Durango 1997

“Throughout the 1830s and 40s the
Old Spanish Trail was a primary route
for fur trappers who traveled between
Taos and the fur-rich streams of the
southern Rocky Mountains.”
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Homestead Act
Further Divided Ute Bands
By John T. Rehorn

I

magine being made to sacrifice a portion of
Former Tribal Chairman Chris Baker, Sr., who comes
your backyard, square foot by square foot, just
from a line of dedicated farmers, has a few stories of his
because you aren’t using it at the moment. It belongs
own. Through two generations preceding him, Baker
to someone else now. That’s just how it goes.
retells the legend of strange white men with weird tools
In the mid-1800s, Chief Ouray was in a tough
traipsing through hayfields and piñon/juniper forests.
spot. Like no other Ute Indian, he saw the writing
“My dad was Julian Baker. His dad told him that when he
on the wall. He had been to Washington D.C., and he
was a little kid, he saw the surveyors coming through,
knew the white man would not relent in his pursuit
dragging a metal chain. My grandad asked them what
of land. Though most agree that Ouray tried to do
the chain was for. They said they were dividing up the
the best thing for his people, his legacy remains
land and were going to give each tribal member 160
ambivalent.
acres of farm land and 160 acres of range land. Grandad
Homesteaders were not to arrive on the Southern
didn’t know what to make of that.”
Ute lands officially until 1899, but many Utes felt
Baker’s ancestors were somewhat rare among
that Ouray’s concessions to the U.S. government set
Southern Utes. Though several tribal members became
the stage for unending encroachment. The turn of
successful farmers, most, being of a hunter/gatherer
the century saw a bustling southwestern Colorado,
culture, couldn’t fathom land ownership. Farming was
and Durango was the center of activity. Silver, coal,
viewed by many as a disagreeable occupation at best.
timber, and the railroads brought newcomers to an
Small wonder that after Mouache and Caputa Utes
area for which, only a short time earlier, the United
claimed most of the choice bottom land tracts, much
States government had little use.
tribal allotment land fell into the hands of white settlers
Southern Ute Chief Buckskin Charlie (fifth from left) and Severo, Chief of the Caputa band (sixth
The Utes had been struggling to adapt to and
by hook or by crook.
from left) and Emma Buck (4th from right), pose with their families at an encampment on the
accept the Euro-Americans arriving in droves. But
“Owning land didn’t make sense to us at first.” Hood
Pine River near Ignacio, ca. 1900. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 91.33.16
with the prospect of strangers starting to move in
said. “The allottee sold pieces of his land in order to get
on what they believed to be the last remnant of their
money to live. I don’t think anybody valued land as much
The Mouache and Caputa (Capote) bands, under Buckskin Charlie,
homeland, the tribe was brought to a crucial crossroads. Ignacio,
as the non-Indians. We just took it for granted, I guess,” she said.
chose allotments. The decision permanently divided them from
of the Weenuchiu (Weiminuche) band of Utes, wanted no part
After all, it was granted to the Ute People by their Creator. But
their sister tribe, Ignacio’s Ute Mountain Utes.
of the tribal allotments that “gave”
that was before the arrival of the horse or the turn of the wagon
At 90, Edna Hood is the oldest Southern Ute tribal member and
each male tribal member 160 acres of
wheel upon the prairie. Some said it was unfair, but Baker just
a
traditional
vehicle for Southern Ute oral tradition. Storytelling
his
own
to
farm.
He
felt
encroached
chuckles. “It turns out that the worst land on the reservation is
“Owning land
is still the method of choice for tribal lore on the Southern Ute
upon sufficiently, and the effort to
now the most productive,” Baker says.
didn’t make sense
Indian Reservation. “Chief Ouray came into Ignacio (then the Pine
abolish traditional lifestyles through
At the turn of the 21st century the Southern Ute people, left
to us at first. ...
assimilation was too much for him and River Agency),” Hood recounted, “He was with some people who
with a checkerboard reservation consisting mostly of high, dry
were interested in taking over the land, trying to divide it. Some
After all, it was
his followers. He led his band to the
mesa land, have traded their cowboy hats for the hard hats of
of the Indian people that lived here were mad at Ouray because
foot of Ute Mountain, for which they
natural gas producers. The struggle to preserve their sovereignty
granted to the
he leaned too much toward the other group. He got sick here and
were named – Ute Mountain Utes.
continues.
Ute People by
died in 1880. Some say that witchcraft brought disaster on him for
Allotments
or
a
consolidated
their Creator.”
Originally published in Historic Durango 1999
doing what he was doing,” Hood concluded.
reservation were the only choices left.
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The Railroad Arrives
By Allen Nossaman

E

ngineering has challenged the
Rocky Mountains with numerous
projects, but few have been as costly
and complicated as the Denver & Rio
Grande Railway’s successful effort to reach
Silverton and Durango in the first three
years of the 1880s.
The railroad, which had concentrated its
earlier construction along the Front Range
and in the Arkansas River Valley, was so
attracted by the projected mineral wealth of
gold and silver mines around seven-year-old
Silverton that it attempted - and completed
- what was at the time the most ambitious
rail-laying project ever undertaken in the
Rocky Mountain region.
The railroad had reached Alamosa by
1880. Silverton was approximately 110 miles
northwest, but instead of taking one of
several routes it had already surveyed, the
D&RG Railway astounded almost everyone
by setting out on a complex choice that
would ultimately cover 245 miles and cross
A hand tinted W.H Jackson image shows a train north of Rockwood, en route to Silverton ca. 1882.
the border between the State of Colorado
Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 16.43.2
and New Mexico Territory eight times. One of
the major reasons was the planned creation of
each others’ necks en route to the Animas River
southern route, primarily in the Animas Valley and
Durango.
Valley.
Their
path
was
one
upon
which
virtually
beyond. The other was the enormous potential of
Animas City - centered around what is now
no
surveying
work
had
been
done,
and
which
a new railroad town named Durango, for which
32nd and Main - was already in existence, but
represented
the
most
rugged
terrain
yet
penetrated
the railroad and its connected companies became
as it had done at Colorado Springs, Salida and
by
an
American
railroad.
Challenges
encountered
surveyors, platters and salesmen. Animas City
Antonito, the D&RG avoided an existing town in
on
Cumbres
Pass
and
the
Toltec
Gorge
were
would be put in the shade by this new development
favor of one of its own making. Still roughly 50 miles
monumental.
A
railroad
which
had
never
built
a
of uniform streets, all amenities - and lots of
removed from Silverton, the city of Durango was
tunnel
had
to
come
up
with
two
of
them,
and
it
customers for the railroad.
prophetically devised to not only give the railroad
ultimately
took
63
miles
of
track
to
cover
the
35
While initial speculation had the railroad
a place to maintain and store equipment but to
miles
between
the
stations
at
Antonito
and
Chama.
reaching
Durango from the San Luis Valley at the
tap what would soon become a rich agricultural,
The
eventual
objective
at
Silverton
aside,
end
of
1880,
the difficulty of building through Toltec
livestock and mining region on its own.
there
were
two
primary
motivating
factors
fueling
Gorge
and
over
Cumbres Pass set the timetable back
It was thus in the spring of 1880 that surveying,
this
seemingly
insane
undertaking.
One
was
considerably.
The
first survey stake at Durango’s
grading and track-laying crews successively started
the
extensive
coal
resources
present
along
this
site
was
driven
September
13, 1880, but railroad
out of the San Luis Valley, literally breathing down
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grading crews were only then working
their way up the east side of Cumbres
Pass. Railroad lobbying efforts for a
post office at Durango were rewarded
November 19, 1880, but that was six
weeks before the company was able
to operate trains to the summit of
Cumbres Pass - and still well short of
the Continental Divide. The task of
reaching the brand-new railroad town
at Durango was a massive one. One
company report indicated the railroad
had more than 1,000 men and nearly
400 teams at work on various aspects
of the construction at any given time.
The D&RG began running trains
into Chama, New Mexico - an equally
new division-point town it had
staked out in the valley of the Rio
Chama - in January 1881. By then,
surveyors and graders were working
over easier terrain west of Chama.
This included an innocuous crossing
of the Continental Divide at a point
that is actually lower than Chama. Slogging through
first snow, then the mud it created, rail crews
first paralleled the Rio San Juan and later reached
another of the company’s new town at Arboles, on
the banks of the Rio Piedra, where trains started
running the second week in June 1881.
One month later, workmen were spreading
freshly cut ties along Railroad Street in Durango.
The tracklayers reached Durango the morning of
July 27, 1881, and a work train chugged into the
corporate limits of the town that same afternoon.
The train likely included a special car that was used
by the first agent, Frank Jackson, until a depot could
be erected. To mark the arrival of this first steam
locomotive, John L. Pennington ceremoniously
yanked one of the iron spikes out of a tie-plate, and

June 2021 ß Volume XXVI

with three blows Durango mayor John Taylor,
Jr. drove a silver spike - made from ore out of a
mine on Junction Creek - in its place.
The first passenger train arrived two days
later, with only a few cars hauling dignitaries,
among them railroad officer and Durango
promoter Alexander C. Hunt and his son Bruce,
one of the new town’s first merchants.
It was on the southwest corner of the
intersection of the new tracks and what is
now Eighth Street that the first depot was
built - an austere structure designed as a
freight depot but which served as telegraph
office and passenger depot for longer than
most had anticipated after its August 1881
opening. Wrangling over a site, then plans,
then specifications for the projected passenger
depot and office building delayed erection of
this structure from its mid-August inception
until occupancy in late January 1882. While
the freight depot is long gone, the passenger
depot at the foot of what is now Main Avenue

is in its 140th year of service as the ticket office
and headquarters of the Durango & Silverton
Narrow Gauge Railroad.
Coaling facilities, shop buildings and a
roundhouse were all erected in the railroad’s
first year in Durango, with the roundhouse
turntable going into service December 9, 1881.
Up until then, the D&RG turned its trains at
the end of the line in Durango on an unusual
elevated turning wye, the west end of which
jutted out into space over what is now the
intersection of US Highways 160 and 550.
By the time the railroad was finally
completed up the Animas Canyon to Silverton
in the summer of 1882, Durango was
everything its railroad-building founders had
hoped it would be, with amazing volumes
of people, ore, produce, livestock and
merchandise moving to and through the new
metropolis by rail.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2006
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Mountains
By Tiki Carpenter & John S. Williams

N

Silver
of

amed Sierra de la Plata by Spanish explorers in the late
Moss’s organization mined for several years with little success.
Moss set his sights on marrying Miss Olson and getting elected
1700s, Native Americans had hunted and gathered in
Moss gave several place names to locations in the mining district
to the Colorado General Assembly. He won on both counts. The
these mountains and their namesake canyon for hundreds of years. including Starvation Creek, where members of his party were lost
Mosses were married October 20, 1876, the first recorded marriage
In the 1870s, Civil War veterans came to the area to prospect
for 17 days and forced to live on roots and berries. He offered the
in the county. But he is best remembered as the representative
and mine. Following the discovery of placer gold in the district,
first-born child in Parrott City an interest in one of his mines if
who never attended any of the assembly meetings. He conducted
prospectors searched for the source and found a vein on the
named after him. But instead, her parents named her Opal Mae,
his politics in a watering hole down the street from the legislative
west side of the La Plata River near Root Creek. One of the lucky
born May 1, 1876.
body in Denver. Before the first month was up, he and Alida ran
prospectors, A.K. Fleming, showed samples to John
away to California. And La Plata County voters
Moss. This pair staked the North and South Comstock
were left without any representation even at
claims. Moss bought out Fleming, then sold the
the saloon.
combined claims to Tiburcio Parrott for $10,000.
Expenses began to inundate the Moss
Moss worked out an agreement with the local
Company, and mining was shut down by
Natives so he could establish placer and hydraulic
summer’s end of 1877. Merchants began to
workings in La Plata Canyon without distraction. Red
leave town, and only the post office stayed on
Jacket, a Ute who befriended the white settlers, was
until 1898. The county seat moved to Durango
a calming influence for the miners. He also procured
in 1881. Several rich strikes were made in the
financing from the Parrotts, a San Francisco banking
La Platas after the depression hit. Two active
family. Together they created the California mining
mines were the Clubfoot and the Lone Wolf.
district and founded Parrott City in 1874, where
By the mid-1890s there were nine mills in
“Moss was Boss.” Nothing remains of this upstart
the La Plata Mining District, processing ore
mining town today; it was located just south of
from many mines in the area with a capacity
La Plata Canyon.
of more than 300 tons. The D&RG Railroad had
Parrott City was also home to blacksmith Charles
come to Durango in 1881, and the Rio Grande
Naeglin, Alida Olson and others. It was the county seat
Southern, a feeder line to the D&RG, built a
due to all the mining activity. Socializing took place at
spur to the Mayday mine near the mouth of
an outdoor bar under the trees with customers on one
La Plata Canyon in 1905. Coal deposits near
side of the pine planks and the barkeep on the other.
Hesperus fueled both the railroads and the
The courthouse stood dead center at the north end
canyon’s hardrock mines.
of the little main street. It was used for business and
The lore of mining and the interesting
dances, too. Women were scarce, so a candle in the
characters that peopled La Plata Canyon open
window meant a dance was being held. Come young
doors to many a tale, tall or otherwise.
or old, partners were needed. A desperado named
Originally published in Historic Durango 1999
Tom Nance, who never came to dance, often disrupted
Oliver Holmes and Thomas Raley pose with a packed burro at Parrott City in 1881. Image from
these pleasant evenings.
the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 89.15.2
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The Sisters of Mercy
By Charles DiFerdinando

“Soon after the Sisters
arrived in Durango,
they quickly began
working to find suitable
housing for themselves,
buildings for a school
and hospital, and
financial backing for
their venture.”

A

small group of three sisters of Mercy led
by Sister Mary Baptist Meyers arrived in
Durango on April 29, 1882 via Conejos, Colorado,
where the Sisters had established a hospital two
months earlier. They had come to Colorado from
their Motherhouse in St Louis, Missouri at the
invitation of Rt. Rev. Joseph Machebeuf, Roman
Catholic Bishop of Colorado.
Bishop Machebeuf realized the fast-growing
region of southwest Colorado was in great need
of health care, social service and education. The
Sisters of Mercy, whose mission was to provide
these services, could help.
Soon after the Sisters arrived in Durango,
they quickly began working to find suitable
housing for themselves, buildings for a school and
hospital, and financial backing for their venture.
Durango in 1882 was still a boom town, only
two years old and growing quickly. The city had
outgrown its original boundaries. The Fassbinder
Addition north of the Animas River became a
logical place for them, near St. Columba Catholic
Church, which had been built in 1881 on land
donated by Peter Fassbinder.
Schoolrooms had been prepared in the church,
and classes opened in May 1882. The bridge
across the Animas on Main Street was considered
very dangerous by the Sisters. They did not want
students using it, so they rented a building for a
school on the south side of the river.
By the fall of 1882, a rather complicated
educational and healthcare system had been
implemented in Durango under the direction of

This ca. 1905 postcard shows St. Columba Church, and to the right the wood frame building housing Mercy
Hospital, St. Mary’s Academy and St. Joseph’s Convent. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 95.02.21

Rev. Mother Mary Baptist Meyers. St. Columba Day
School, St. Mary’s Industrial and Day School, a Social
Service Station, and Mercy Hospital of the San Juan
opened September 1. The Sisters also cared for
orphans brought to them, made visitations to the
poor and sick, and those in jail.
In 1883, a new building was constructed
adjacent to St. Columba Church to house St.
Mary’s School and hospital. The Industrial School
became St. Mary’s Academy for Higher Education,
a boarding and day school for young ladies. St.
Columba School was the day school for both
boys and girls of Durango. Tuition from Academy
students helped to finance operation of the Sisters’
endeavors in the San Juan Basin.
With the guidance and planning of Mother Mary
Baptist Meyers, construction began in 1884 on a
hospital. A 25-bed facility constructed of native
sandstone opened in April 1885 in the 1900 block of

East 3rd Avenue, a block east of the original hospital.
The Mercy Sisters’ legacy in Durango and
Colorado continued after the death of Reverend

Mother Baptist. Many people living in the Durango
area are alumni of St. Columba and Sacred Heart
schools which were both staffed by Mercy Sisters
until the 1970s.
Mercy Hospital has gone through many changes
since its beginning in 1882. Mercy Medical Center
continues to serve the community into the 21st
century.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2002
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Pine River Valley’s Past
By Laddie E. John

I

f you were to drive east from Durango on Highway 160, you would soon
come to the small town of Bayfield, Colorado. Leaving the highway at the
intersection of 160 and 160-B, you could look down on the entire town from
a hillside west of the central community. Across the twin bridges and over
the Pine River, you enter Mill Street, the main avenue of Bayfield. Some of the
old buildings along Mill were built in the 1890s. Turning left at the Calvary
Presbyterian Church takes you across 160 on Buck Highway, leading to Vallecito
and the Pine River Dam 16 miles to the north. An easy circle drive today, but
think about the trip in the late 1700s.

John Taylor and his wife Car-ni-ta (Kitty Cloud), September 1902 in a photograph
by the Boston Studio. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 89.28.1
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The area was first inhabited by Native Americans,
hunters and gatherers who lived in small clans. Later
Spanish explorers came this way. The DominguezEscalante expedition arrived in August 1776, camping
along the banks of the Pine at a spot slightly south of
Ignacio. They named many of the geographic features in
the area.
A century later, settlers heading west were
impressed with the climate and abundant water in the
valley. It was a fine spot for both fruit and grain crops.
The grass was lush and would make good fodder, and
there were plenty of trees for building and fuel. So, in the
late 1800s, the first white settlers began to come into the
Pine River Valley. John Taylor a former member of a Negro
regiment in the Civil War, claimed to be the “first white
man” to settle near present-day Bayfield. After he was
discharged, he joined a band of Indians to travel west as
far as Pine River.
Then came the small settlement of Los Pinos, located
about 6 miles north of Bayfield, where the Bellflower
Ranch or Pine River Ranch is now located. Some 15
families built their log homes and stocked up on fuel
for the winter months here in the 1870s. They found
abundant game such as deer, elk, turkey and smaller
animals but had to travel to more distant supply points
such as Abiquiu, New Mexico for other necessary supplies.
Los Pinos had a post office, mercantile store and
stage station that operated until 1890. Prospectors
continued to be attracted to the region and availed
themselves of Los Pinos’ advantages.
Ranchers brought cattle into the valley in 1875, about
700 head driven up from Texas. The owners settled on
land claimed under the Homestead Act. Cattle ranching
is still a thriving business in Bayfield. Herds are moved up
to graze near Vallecito Lake in summer and brought back
down in winter. Herders of cattle and sheep still use the
county roads today. Motorized traffic gives way.
People started building homes and business as the
20th century neared. The first company was established
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“A growing, incorporated
town, 6600 feet above
the sea, 10 miles from
the railroad, 20 miles
east of Durango – a
town of prosperous and
contented people.”
in 1889 by Walter and George Taylor – a trading post and
general store. The Calvary Presbyterian Church of Pine
River was established in 1898. William Bay donated the
land; Warren Schiller, major landowner south of town,
supported another group with a like gift. Bayfield received
its name on a coin toss, being named for rancher Bay.
Certainly, a more euphonious name than Schillerville.
The Bayfield Blade reported on Sept. 2, 1909: “A
growing, incorporated town, 6600 feet above the sea,
10 miles from the railroad, 20 miles east of Durango – a
town of prosperous and contented people. The center
of population of the Pine River valley, Bayfield has a
ball team, one dentist, two doctors, one drug store, one
barber shop and a population of 300. There are a large
livery barn, two meat markets, one hardware store, seven
general stores, two real estate offices, grist mill, creamery,
fine homes and gardens, four-room school house, two
blacksmiths, three hotels and boarding houses, a Farmers’
Union, W.O.W. [Woodmen of the World] and M.W. [Modern
Woodmen] lodges, water orchards, long distance and local
telephone, a sober and industrious class of people and a
bunch of girls – none better looking.”
By 1910 dreamers wanted a railroad up the Pine River
Valley from Ignacio that would connect them by rail to the
outside world. Many surveys were done, but no backer
was found. However, the Farmers and Merchants Bank of
Bayfield opened its doors in September 1910. The Pearl
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Theater in the W.O.W. Hall showed movies on
Monday, Wednesday and Saturday nights, the
latter being followed by a dance.
The “Old Yellow School” was built in 1906
on property within town limits on land sold by
Schiller for $400.
Until the gymnasium was added a couple of
years later, the school’s basketball team had to
play their games above Akers Garage in a lowceilinged room that vastly altered their game.
Floods in 1911 and 1927 called for a dam to
be built on the Pine River. The resulting Vallecito
Reservoir has provided irrigation, flood control
and recreation for many decades.
The beauty of the past should be kept alive
even as the town continues to grow.

Early Bayfield is visible beyond a bend in the Pine
River in this undated photograph. Image from the
Animas Museum Photo Archives, 04.34.12

Originally published in Historic Durango 1999
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It’s all yours, Mr. President

The women who rescued the ruins

By Judith Reynolds

T

hey met in parlors, poured tea, recited
poetry, played Beethoven on an upright
piano, and saved Mesa Verde – not bad for Colorado
club women at the turn of the century.
Leading the charge to save Mesa Verde’s
magnificent prehistoric ruins from “predation”
stood the indomitable Virginia McClurg from
Colorado Springs. As regent of the Colorado Cliff
Dwelling Association, McClurg and her feminine
army kept the issue of preservation before the
public for more than a decade.
McClurg first visited Mesa Verde in 1882 as
a correspondent for the New York Daily Graphic.

Alarmed even then at the damage done by casual
visitors and early relic hunters, McClurg returned
again and again and began a campaign to preserve
the “castled cliffs” for posterity. Official government
protection was a long time coming.
Twenty-four years after McClurg gazed on
Mesa Verde, amazed and outraged, Congress finally
passed a bill setting aside Mesa Verde as a national
park. President Theodore Roosevelt signed it into
law on June 29, 1906.
To accomplish this, McClurg had enlisted
the support of women across America through
the Federation of Women’s Clubs. McClurg had

tremendous energy. Crisscrossing America, she
gave nearly a thousand lectures on Mesa Verde. She
also spoke (in French) to scientists in Paris at the
exposition of 1900. She found supporters all over
the globe, not the least of which were a number of
Four Corners’ women, particularly the members of
the Reading Club of Durango.
The turn of the century was a highwater mark
in the era of American women’s organizations.
Women knew that communities were built by
individuals working together in groups. Jeannett
Scoville, a charter member of the Reading Club, also
belonged to the Ladies Library Association and the

Mountain Bike
Specialists have been
committed to serving
the Durango cycling
community for over

S U P P O RT L O C A L J O U R N A L I S M

E S T. 1 8 8 1

and Now

DURANGOHERALD.COM/SUBSCRIBE

970-375-4530
12

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

53

Years
949 Main Ave
Durango, CO 81301
(970) 247-4066

mountainbikespecialists.com

n

www.ANIMASMUSEUM.org

“Women knew that
communities were built
by individuals working
together in groups.”

Village Improvement Society.
Scoville and other Club members first answered
McClurg’s call in 1897, when the preservation
message dominated a meeting of the State
Federation of Women’s Clubs in Pueblo. And the
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Durango women played a particular role in
the long battle to save the ruins from curiosity
seekers, relic hunters, and unscrupulous
entrepreneurs.
While McClurg and her top lieutenants
lobbied politicians in Denver and Washington,
D.C., the Durango women kept the preservation
issue alive locally and acted as McClurg’s
southwest Colorado contingent. When
dignitaries traveled to Durango to see the ruins
of Mesa Verde first hand, Reading Club members
met them at the depot, gave town tours, served
sumptuous meals, and generally functioned as
hosts. They also took on more daunting tasks.
According to historian Duane Smith’s history
of Mesa Verde, McClurg and Durangoan Alice
Bishop traveled to Navajo Springs in 1899 to
convince Chief Ignacio to sign a rental lease for
Mesa Verde. They didn’t succeed. Undaunted,
a year later Bishop and three Durango women
traveled by train to Mancos, then by buggy to

meet Ute leaders again. Much to their surprise
they succeeded, writes Smith, but the Secretary
of the Interior refused to accept the “treaty.”
In 1903 Congress finally authorized
official negotiations with the Utes. The signed
agreement, however, wasn’t ratified by
Congress until 1906. Meanwhile numerous bills
made their way into Congress only to die in
committee. But by 1906 things had changed,
largely due to the influence of McClurg’s army
of women. Similar Senate and House bills made
it onto the floor and were passed. Then Teddy
Roosevelt made history by signing the final
measure into law.
A cartoon from the period got it right: An
outdoor woman presents the President [Uncle
Sam] with a magnificent national park on a
platter.
Originally published in Historic Durango 1997

This undated photo, labeled “scenic view of Cliff Palace,” shows the unexcavated ruins as they would have looked to the
visionaries who acted to preserve the site. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 02.11.2.
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Brookside Bridges Gap Between
Durango and Animas City
By Jill Seyfarth

T

he year 1904 saw Animas City moving
toward a new identity as a “streetcar
suburb” of Durango, when the directors of the
Durango Railway and Realty Company decided to
extend track to Animas City. By then, the Company’s
streetcar extended to Brookside, the area on either
side of Junction Creek where it crosses present day
north Main.
The Brookside extension was part of a larger
scheme to develop land for the Durango Railway
and Realty Company. The DR & R, formed in 1892,
acquired a horse-drawn streetcar business that
traveled Main between the train depot and the
Animas River. The new company electrified the route,
purchasing power from the Durango Power and
Light Company, whose board of directors constituted
almost all of the same people as that of the DR & R.

Local entrepreneurs Thomas Graden, John
Porter and Charles Williams were stockholders in
the new streetcar company. They purchased a large
parcel of land that straddled Junction Creek, which
would be ripe for development if it were easy to get
to. The streetcar company extended the route to
the new subdivision, named “Brookside,” where for
anywhere from $250-$400 you could buy a lot and
build a new home. The company also made sure the
brilliant arc lights that lit Durango streets extended
as far as Brookside.
The latest subdivision met the ever-expanding
Durango population that grew 41 percent between
1900 and 1910. New arrivals settled in this part
of town, including Benjamin J. Ochsner, a young
forward-thinking doctor from Prairie-du-Sac,
Wisconsin. At a time when 90 percent of all U.S.

Hattie Gonner is pictured with her son Henry Paul in front of their Brookside home in the 300 block of W. 23rd Street,
ca. 1895. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 91.33.51
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Brookside and Animas City were linked to Durango by streetcar. The motorman, Joseph McKinney, is pictured with
Thomas D. Wheeler in the open-air car ca. 1900. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 86.03.4

physicians had no college education, Ochsner’s
degrees from the University of Wisconsin and Rush
Medical College were rare credentials. Ochsner’s
lineage was equally impressive. His greatgrandfather was a doctor in service to Napoleon.
Ochsner came to Durango in 1903 from
Telluride. He established the first of three private
hospitals in 1904 in a home at 2449 West 2nd
Avenue. A 1904 advertisement in the Durango
Weekly Democrat advertised his “Brookside
Hospital” with “professional nurses.” Ochsner
changed the face of medicine in southwest
Colorado, introducing the first x-ray machine to
the area and performing the region’s first goiter
operation. By 1911, he had moved his hospital to a
second location on West Park and was well on his
way to establishing a large hospital in the house
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now known as the Gable House at the corner of 8th
Street and 5th Avenue.
The Durango Railway and Realty Company
suffered a much less profitable fate than Dr. Ochsner.
Three times in the company’s short history the
shareholders were asked for loans of $5 for each share
owned. In 1920, W.N. Bagby, the superintendent of
the streetcar operation informed the shareholders
that the company had no more funds to replace
deteriorated equipment, that the future earnings
outlook was dim, and the company was broke.
Although the streetcar closed down soon after this
gloomy forecast, the company remained in business,
mostly only in name, until 1933. By then, Animas City
was well on its way to eventual annexation, without
the charm of a streetcar to connect it to Durango.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2004
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IGNACIO, The Founding of La Plata
County’s Tri-Ethnic Community
By Robert McDaniel

I

gnacio was a place on a map long before it was a town. Its history
dates back to the 1878 establishment of a new agency for the
Southern Utes on the Rio de Los Pinos (Pine River). After the Brunot
Agreement of 1874, the Moache, Caputa (Capote) and Weenuchiu
(Weeminuche) bands of Utes had mostly been living in northern New
Mexico, receiving their rations at two temporary agencies, Tierra
Amarilla and Cimarron. New Mexican residents, the Ute agents and
Congress all wanted them moved out of New Mexico and back to their
reservation in Colorado.

To help convince these Utes to move, their agents selected a new
agency location in southwest Colorado that was familiar to many of
them. Though the new site was selected in May of 1877, the southern
Ute bands didn’t actually move there until August 1878.
No sooner had the Utes arrived than friction developed with the
white settlers who had moved into the area recently ceded by the
Utes in the 1874 Brunot Agreement. Construction of the Denver & Rio
Grande Railway’s line across the reservation in 1881 en route to the San
Juan mining region was another source of friction. Ironically, the D&RG

may have chosen the southern route to the mines in part because of
the profit potential of serving the new agency.
The railroad was almost certainly the source of the place name
“Ignacio.” Railroad officials named their station, located almost two
miles south of the agency, after the well-known Weenuchiu chief.
On January 31, 1882, about six months after the rail line was
completed to the Pine River, a new post office was designated for the
area with the same name. Interestingly, early postmarks on mail from
that post office spelled the name “Ignatio.”
Over time, trading posts were built near the agency, and a small
settlement of non-Indian traders and agency employees developed
nearby. For 30 years after the railroad arrived, however, there was
no settlement between the agency and the railroad station. All the
land was part of the Ute Reservation and was unavailable for white
settlement.
Passage of the Hunter Act in 1895 changed everything. The
Moache and Caputa bands agreed to accept individual allotments of
land, and un-allotted areas of the reservation were opened to white
settlement on May 4, 1899. The Weenuchiu band had refused to take
allotments, so the western part of the reservation was partitioned to
be held as lands in common for what became the Ute Mountain Utes.
Two enterprising individuals, Henry Leroy “Roy” Hall and Hans
Aspaas, Jr., founded the new town of Ignacio after purchasing
adjoining land parcels between the agency and the railroad station.
Hall, son-in-law of the wealthy entrepreneur T.D. Burns, purchased
his parcel from a relative of John Taylor (Taylor, whose wife was a Ute
named Kitty Cloud, was a former buffalo soldier and early settler on

Ignacio civic pride is on display as a group shows off their “Ignacio” pennant
in front of Hans Aspaas’ store. The photo is undated, but was taken before
November 1917 when fire destroyed the store and neighboring businesses.
Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 13.23.37
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“Passage of the Hunter Act in
1895 changed everything. The
Moache and Caputa bands agreed
to accept individual allotments of
land, and un-allotted areas of the
reservation were opened to white
settlement on May 4, 1899.”
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the Pine River). Aspaas had purchased his
tract from members of a family named
Shoshone.
Hall filed a plat for the Town of Ignacio
on June 26, 1909. About two weeks later,
John Sutton, president of the so-called
Ignacio Townsite and Development Co.,
filed a separate plat of 79 blocks with the
railroad right of way running through the
middle of it. Sutton’s town site apparently
never came to fruition.
The following year, Hall filed a plat for
his First Addition to the Town of Ignacio,
and Aspaas filed a separate plat for the
Aspaas First Addition. Both these plats
were dated June 4, 1910. Ute Street
formed the dividing line between Hall‘s
and Aspaas’ sections of the town. Despite
an agreement to start selling lots from
where their land joined, Hall already had a
store in the north end of town and began
selling lots there.
Early Ignacio resident Nell Bradshaw
Marker recalled that “For years there was a
blank space of about three blocks from the
bank [on Ute Street] up to [Wayt’s] hotel.
This made for a decided coolness between
the dwellers on the Aspaas side and those
of the Hall addition.” The Town of Ignacio
was incorporated in 1913, and the proud
residents of this self-described tri-ethnic
community celebrated their centennial
in 2013.

The Coal Towns

Originally published in History La Plata 2014

“A company town, the only true
one in this district, Perins had
a school, company store and a
boarding house. Its population
may have reached 200 in the
1910s, but the census taker never
found more than 137.”

By Duane Smith

I

n 1904, the Durango area had three satellite coal camps –
Perins, Porter and Hesperus. The first was a company town, the
second a semi-company town, and the latter neither. For those who
remember Tennessee Ernie Ford singing “Sixteen Tons,” these camps
were not that bad, where the company controlled residents from birth
to death.
Porter developed first, opening near the prospering Porter Mine.
When the Rio Grande Southern Railroad was built in 1890-91, it went
right by both. Named after mine owner John Porter, organizer of
Durango’s smelter and a Rio Grande man, the camp lasted as long
as the mine, which closed in 1908. It had one general store and,
at its peak in the late 1890s, an estimated population of 144. With
the abandonment of the camp, some of the homes were loaded
onto flat cars and hauled into Durango.
Former Colorado Governor Alexander C. Hunt’s youngest son,
Bruce, played a major role in getting Durango started. His brother
played a similar role in getting Hesperus going in 1894. Albert
Hunt and some Denver & Rio Grande officials platted the new
town site near the mine. Hesperus (Greek for evening star) was
named for a nearby peak in the La Plata Mountains. It was also a

Hesperus in 1890. A grocery store is on the left while a group of men linger in front of the
Jack Cunningham Saloon. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 86.03.22

stop on the Rio Grande Southern, controlled by the D&RG.
The coal behind Perin’s Peak was finally developed after the Boston Coal and
Fuel Company built a railroad spur to the area in 1901. A company town, the only
true one in this district, Perins had a school, company store and a boarding house.
Its population may have reached 200 in the 1910s, but the census taker never found
more than 137. It is named for Charles Perin, who surveyed the original Durango
townsite.
Because of a progressive company attitude and nearness to Durango, Perins
never emerged as the company town of legend and fact. Before the mine closed in
1928, many Durangoans enjoyed dances and picnics in the town, and residents of
Perins easily traveled to Durango by train.
Hesperus is the only one of the three camps still in existence today; it was the
largest, topping 200 (estimated) population. Its nearby coal mines also lasted the
longest. Yet, how fleet fame. A 1941 guide to Colorado described Hesperus as “a farm
village,” population 125.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2004
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Uranium, Vanadium, and
World War II in La Plata County

By Nik Kendziorski

A ca. 1950s postcard shows the Vanadium plant at the base of Smelter Mountain. Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 18.24.11

U

ranium and vanadium mining mostly occurred outside of La
Plata County, but the mill in Durango played an important
part in the processing of the metals, especially during World War II.
Uranium, vanadium, and radium are three metals that are found in the
mineral ore called carnotite. Southwestern Colorado and southeastern
Utah have been important sources of carnotite since the early 1900s.
During the age of hard-rock mining, Durango was a regional
smelting center. The smelter had its ups and downs over the years, but
by the early 1930s the Depression set in and hard-rock mining began
to wane. The American Smelting and Refining Company closed the
Durango smelter in November 1930.
The Depression was difficult for Durango as the smelter never
reopened and the coming of World War II failed to help the town’s
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economic situation. Many able-bodied men either left Durango for
higher wages in defense factories in places like California or joined
the military. The turning point for Durango was the reopening of the
smelter to process vanadium for the war effort. In order to stimulate
the production of strategic materials for World War II, the federal
government formed the Metals Reserve Company in 1942. One of those
strategic materials was vanadium, which is a hardening agent for steel.
Metals Reserve began an ore purchasing program that increased the
base price paid for vanadium. Vanadium mining grew to the north
and west of Durango near the Utah state line and a mill was built in
Durango for processing the ore. The mill was operated by the United
States Vanadium Corporation, and the operation created close to fifty
new jobs for Durango.
n
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Geologists and engineers from the Army’s Corps of Engineers,
Manhattan Engineer District, made a survey of the operating vanadium
mills on the Colorado Plateau in December of 1942 to investigate
the feasibility of recovering uranium from the tailings at the mills.
The deposits of carnotite on the Colorado Plateau were the largest
known source of uranium in the United States, and the Manhattan
Engineer District needed it for raw material for the Manhattan
Project. Treatment plants were built in the spring of 1943 at Durango
and Uravan, in western Montrose County, to reprocess the tailings.
According to The Durango Herald in September of 1945, the nature of
the work at the second mill in Durango was a military secret. Some
people presumed that the operation was connected to the production
of uranium, but it was not until well into the postwar years that the
nature of the work at the mill would be confirmed. With the dropping
of the atomic bombs on Japan in August of 1945, Durango played a
small role in ushering in the atomic age. The mills across the Animas
River, south of Durango, closed once again in 1945, but due to world
events and geopolitical conditions, the mill was reactivated in 1948-49
to process uranium concentrate for Cold War era bombs. Uranium and
the atomic age helped to revive Durango’s economic fortunes in the
postwar years.
Originally published in History La Plata 2014
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Dryside Explained
By Jean Campion

An attempt to correct this was made with the
proposal of the original Animas-La Plata Project
(ALP) which was to provide drinking and irrigation
water to the area. That’s where the fighting
came in. After a battle about the scope of the
project lasting over twenty years, “ALP Lite” was
passed which resulted in Lake Nighthorse but no
irrigation water for the people of the Fort Lewis
Mesa. Now Dryside has come to mean the whole
western half of La Plata County.
Today on the original Dryside, growth is much
slower than in the rest of county due to the lack of
water. Those who do decide to live there must make
weekly trips to the Marvel Spring to haul water

and/or use other water conservation measures
such as capturing rainwater and forgoing gardens
and lawns. It does have its compensations, though;
beautiful views, a peaceful way of life, and clean air
– with no need to spray for mosquitos.
Current attempts to make the Dryside less dry
include the Long Hollow dam, completed in 2014,
which stores water for delivery to New Mexico so
farmers and ranchers can again keep more of their
irrigation water and the construction of a pipeline to
bring some household water from Lake Nighthorse
to those who purchase water taps. It’s still all about
the water.
Originally published in History La Plata 2014

Water in the La Plata River passes under the truss bridge south of the pumphouse near old Fort Lewis ca. 1900.
Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 89.19.17

I

t was all about the water. As the old west saying
goes, “Whiskey’s for drinkin’, water’s for fightin’.”
Never was that more true than on the Dryside of La
Plata County. Originally Dryside referred to the area
west of Cherry Creek which flows south through
Thompson Park west of Hesperus and empties into
the La Plata River two miles west of Red Mesa. Early
pioneers in the area like the Oldfields from South
Carolina had to settle for dry land farming and
running cattle on the open range. Their descendants,
the Dale Horvath family, still live on the original
homestead and raise sheep there.
It was too hard to bring irrigation water out
of Cherry Creek, which only ran in the spring, and
hand-dug wells produced no water or sulfuric water
that wasn’t useful for most purposes. The early
settlers had to haul water by wagon from Cherry
Creek or the La Plata River. Early attempts were
made to make ponds to catch water. But that meant
it had to rain.
The rest of the west side of the county, or Fort
Lewis Mesa area, was served by several ditches out

of the La Plata River, and most settlers were able
to dig producing wells. All the irrigation led to the
creation of the Marvel Spring, which is still in use
today, providing ample supplies of household water.
After the water compact with New Mexico went
into effect in 1922, half of the La Plata River water
as measured at Hesperus has to be delivered to New
Mexico. In most years the ditches dry up before
irrigation season is over.
In the 1890s some of the La Plata was diverted
into Cherry Creek near Mayday in an attempt to
make irrigation available to Cherry Creek farmers.
There was also an early attempt to bring water from
Lightner Creek into the La Plata. That ditch was
abandoned when rock slides kept pushing it off the
slopes. The La Plata drainage is rocky and water
disappears, whereas the Cherry Creek drainage is
more clayey so water continues to run and can be
delivered to New Mexico after Cherry Creek and the
La Plata River merge.
Fort Lewis Mesa farmers and ranchers run out
of water much sooner than before the compact.
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Historic Orchards
of Hermosa
By Ruth E. Lambert & Edward L. Mead

T

with research assistance from Jill Seyfarth & Marie Roessler

he Hermosa area is believed to be the earliest permanent
settlement in the Animas Valley. Scattered references
indicate that settlers began establishing farms and homesteads
as early as 1873. Records indicate that the first settlers in the
valley were concentrated near the junction of Hermosa Creek
and the Animas River. The small settlement and surrounding
farms were well-established and beginning to produce crops
by 1874 and by the spring of 1875, the farms began supplying
food to Silverton. Later, produce was transported to the mining
areas around Silverton via the new Animas Canyon Toll Road
developed by Wightman and Wallace. Road work began in 1876
with traffic using the incomplete road by August 1877 and full
use by summer of 1878. Some of the food items supplied to
Silverton included melons, flour and potatoes.
Historical records, family information and descendant
accounts indicate the little settlement grew as local farms
continued to provide fresh produce to the mining camps. In
1876, T.A. Kerr and Charles Dudley established the first orchard
in the warm air drainage along Hermosa Creek, providing
apples and cider to Silverton and the high mountain camps. Kerr
purchased land and planted an orchard with apples,
pears, sweet cherries and plums in 1883. About
1900, Ole Lee, a Norwegian immigrant
living in Silverton, settled in Hermosa
and established orchards. A few years
later, Andrew Buchanan purchased
some of Dudley’s orchard land and
became a fruit grower. About
1902, Andrew’s brother, Edgar
Buchanan, purchased orchards
from an early fruit grower which
included an 1891 Victorian house
built by Charles Fischer, a brewery
owner from Silverton. Meanwhile,
the Julia Mead family established a
dairy farm and orchards near the confluence

20

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

n

Thomas A. Kerr is pictured working in his Hermosa orchard in an undated photo by George L. Beam. Image from the Animas Museum
Photo Archives, 02.32.5

of Hermosa Creek and the Animas River. In 1903, Ervin Mead
was awarded a diploma for “Best Collection of Apples” at the
Colorado-New Mexico Fair.
An orchard survey was conducted by the state
horticulturalist, E.P. Sandsten in 1922. He indicated the
climate was too cool and the growing season too short for
growing fruit in most of La Plata County. However, he found
fruit growing was well-developed in the temperate climate
of Hermosa Creek, where orchards were sheltered and there
was a warm air drainage. The orchards surveyed in the 1920s
included several in the Hermosa area where a number of
varieties of apples were grown.
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Today, there are remnants of Hermosa’s fruit growing
history; orchards continue along the Hermosa Creek and small
groves of fruit trees are scattered around Hermosa. The stately
Queen Anne Victorian home owned by the Buchanans still
stands and it is adjacent to the historic orchards. The T.A. Kerr
home remains and is now listed on the State Register of Historic
Places based on extensive research conducted by Marie Roessler.
Not far away in the peaceful small cemetery, members of the
Buchanan, Lee, Dudley, Kerr, Gaines and Mead families are at
rest close to their beloved and beautiful Hermosa.
Originally published in History La Plata 2015
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Celebrations of Durango’s
S.P.M.D.T.U. #35
By Lori Morfin Romero
assisted by Bruce Spining

M

any Latinos and Hispanics who have lived in the Durango
weekly dances which began in the early evenings and lasted
area, remember La Paloma dance hall and bar located on
all night. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, traveling groups of
2nd Street near 7th Avenue. Many romances began at La Paloma.
performers called Los Tamborines would visit various Hispanic
Many wedding and anniversary dances and receptions were held
communities and sing, perform traditional dances and put on
there. It was more than a bar or dance hall. La Paloma was a
short skits.
community social center for all of the area’s Hispano peoples.
As part of the revelry, the Union ran what amounted to a kind
The beginnings of La Paloma were rooted in a Hispanic union:
of “speak-easy.” During Prohibition, access to the hall was through
Sociedad Proteccion Mutua de Trabajadores Unidos (SPMDTU).
a back door located in an alley that allowed patrons to enter off
It was formed in the early years of the 20th
6th Street (College Drive). To protect
century as a response from Hispanic people to
their hall, and as cover for the business,
“The beginnings of
growing racism in southern Colorado through
the Union partitioned off and leased the
La Paloma were
the presence of the Ku Klux Klan. In the 1920s,
Main Avenue frontage to a barbershop.
rooted in a Hispanic
cross burnings on Smelter Mountain and
After Prohibition was repealed, the
tension in the community were very real.
new owner of the building left the
union: Sociedad
The SPMDTU was created to help the region’s
barbershop on one side and made the
Proteccion Mutua de
Latino community protect itself from these
other side a legal saloon.
Trabajadores Unidos
racist groups. The Society endeavored to
As Prohibition ended, the Union
(SPMDTU)”
ensure that laborers working in the mines,
tapped its saloon business as a source
smelters and railroad yards were represented
of funds to support the Union functions.
and protected. Very often in those days,
The members leased their building and
Hispanic workers suffered extreme prejudice, both in their places
used the rental funds to promote other activities, e.g. assisting
of employment and in their social lives.
families in crisis. Often when a poor family experienced a death,
Because there was such an overt presence of groups like the
the Union would help pay the funeral costs.
KKK, members of the Sociedad were often forced to keep their
With the Union Hall rented, the group understood that to
identities hidden. For that reason, membership in the SPMDTU was sustain their mission they would have to find other locations
largely secret. Until the middle of the 20th century, no Hispano
for their various community functions. Informally the Union
or Latino was allowed to join the area’s many fraternal lodges of
members would sometimes meet in another Durango saloon
business associations.
called The Railroad Lounge, long a Hispanic meeting place. The
Coming from the San Luis Valley, the Union sought its first
Union tried to find a location suited to family groups. Because of
Durango members in 1922. Officially the first formal meeting was
the racial situation, they needed to find a place south of 6th Street
held on September 3, 1924 as SPMDTU #35. Originally, the Union
in the part of Durango where Hispanics dominated.
owned a hall in the 600 block of Main Avenue, close to where
About 1936, several Hispanic businessmen, with the support
the present-day Francisco’s Restaurant is now located. The Union
of the Union, began building a new hall along 2nd Street near 7th
hosted a variety of Hispanic community events there, including
Avenue. This became La Paloma. The first dance was held there in

This fraternal badge from a Sociedad Proteccion Mutua De
Trabajodores Unidos (SPMDTU) lodge was presented on November
26, 1900. The lodge assisted workers by promoting the community
traditions of self-reliance, charity and brotherhood. From the Animas
Museum’s permanent collection, 04.10.21

August 1937 in celebration of Durango’s Spanish Trails Fiesta.
By the mid-1940s, the Durango SPMDTU began to decline.
Improving civil rights laws and somewhat better relations
between the Hispanic community and the rest of Durango society
meant that the Union’s economic and political mission was
waning.
Also, a decline in the most overt racism of groups like the KKK
left the Union with fewer visible enemies. The threats of organized
violence by hate groups lessened. In 1945, there were 30
remaining members of the Union so they voted to sell the Union
hall on Main Avenue. The proceeds of the sale were distributed to
the members via the First National Bank.
But the need for a community Hispanic social center remained
as vital as ever. Although the SPMDTU disappeared from the
local scene, La Paloma remained and continued many of the
celebrations the Union had begun.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2000
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Snow, Slopes and Scenery
Purgatory’s Opening Days, 1965-66
By Charlie Langdon

M

emory is sometimes the most valid
swapping stories at the bar were fulfilled as snow
record of human experience. In
began falling during Thanksgiving week. The first
retrospect, momentary hardship is lost in the glow
ski boots thundered on the floor, and the first
of lasting achievement. Rising from the mire of
beers crossed the bar accompanied by a witty
an inclement season during its construction, the
remark from lodge manager Dick Elder.
Purgatory ski area was dedicated with a bottle
Activity rose as the snow fell. High on all
of champagne. Years later, the mud is largely
lists of necessary tasks was snow-packing. Keith
forgotten, but the savor of champagne lingers on.
Blackburn was packing with a snowmobile, while
Everyone involved in Purgatory’s first days
Marvin Dunagan, Bernie Hedges and Bennie
makes casual mention of continuous snow and
Basham were doing the same with the snowcats.
rain, mud and running water. They smile or laugh
Ski School Director Bob Jacobson and his
while remembering the frustrating, maddening yet
instructors packed between teaching clinics.
magical summer and fall of 1965. They recall the
Paul Folwell, head of the professional ski
moment when each member of the now legendary
patrol was also busy foot-packing the steeper
crew arrived on the scene, and they salute him or
slopes, assisted by volunteers from the National
her with a smile warmed by sentiment. Despite
Ski Patrol. “It was an efficient group,” Folwell
considerable differences
recalled. “Fritz Foutz,
in background and
“We may or may not have the Forest Service Snow
temperament, they share the
Ranger, was on the patrol,
been the first to get a
unbreakable bond of having
along with Don Fritch. Jim
ski area off the ground
been present at the creation
Hately was on from the
in one year, but at least
of a daring enterprise.
beginning, along with Thor
During the opening
Brunvald and Jim Decker.”
we’re going to claim the
season, the Day Lodge was
When you are young,
title of being the first to
the center of all Purgatory’s
hard-working
and
ever christen a chairlift.”
amenities and most of its
confident, you are – most
daily operations. Maintenance
likely – prepared for
and the ski patrol were housed in the small building anything. That was the ardent hope of Purgatory
still standing 50 yards south. Everything else was in founder Ray Duncan and ski area manager Chet
the lodge.
Anderson, on Saturday, December 4, when hundreds
All the much-desired atmosphere, all the rich
of local skiers, led by Purgatory’s first season ticket
promise of companions sitting around the fire or
holders, Mickey and Maureen Hogan and family
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A crowd waits in the lift line in Purgatory’s early days. This ca. 1965 postcard no doubt enticed many to join them.
Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives, 03.53.53

arrived at the area to try out the slopes. Basham
guided skiers onto the chairlift, determined that
on this day, at least, no one would be injured or
maimed. Blackburn, checking tickets and watching,
was convinced that he could never master this
dangerous occupation. He would soon become
the area’s resident wizard of every phase of lift
operations.
Neither Folwell, nor Jacobson particularly
remembers opening day. Folwell was cruising the
slopes on the lookout for the first twisted knee.
Jacobson, Jim Morton and Reidun Steinnes were

www.ANIMASMUSEUM.org

conducting their first classes. All were professionals.
Opening day quickly became just another day’s work.
However, Saturday, January 8, 1966 was more
than just another day of superb skiing at Purgatory.
There was six feet of snow on the slopes, the sky
was cloudless and a large crowd was on hand
to ski and also witness the ceremonies officially
opening the new resort. Eight people spoke, but the
festivities – which included a skiing demonstration
– lasted less than an hour.
Duncan was host and master of ceremonies.
Monsignor Patrick Stauter of St. Columba Church
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offered a benediction. Mel Flock spoke for the
San Juan Development Company; Bill Watts
represented the Durango Ski Club; San Juan
National Forest Supervisor Rod Blacker said a
few words on behalf of the federal government.
Ski Country USA Director Steve Knowlton shared
his wit and humor with the crowd, and Lacey

Wilkinson offered congratulations from the Small
Business Administration. The Honorable John
Love, the skiing governor of Ski Country USA, was
the guest of honor and principal speaker.
What was said that memorable day was
essentially a brief chronology of the events leading
to the creation of Purgatory. There was, however,
something new. Duncan explained it to the crowd.
“We’re always looking for something new here in
Durango,” he began. “We may or may not have been
the first to get a ski area off the ground in one year,
but at least we’re going to claim the title of being
the first to ever christen a chairlift. We have a bottle
of champagne ready, and Mrs. Love has consented
to launch our Purgatory Number One Lift.”
Ann Love’s christening of the lift marked the
conclusion of Purgatory’s pioneering era. The
creation of a major ski resort in less than a year was
– as Duncan intimated – probably unprecedented
in the history of American skiing.
There was more to come – seasons rich in
achievement and set-back, trial and triumph,
characters rich in ability, humor, endurance and,
yes, courage.
Originally published in Historic Durango 2005
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On Being a Member
Membership synonyms: belonging, associates,
colleagues, partners, subscribers, community
The La Plata County Historical Society operates
the Animas Museum and is a private non-profit
organization. As such we rely significantly on the
support of our members. Their continual support
shows allegiance to the importance of preserving
La Plata County history for present and the future
generations. This year’s History La Plata issue shows
how our history lives throughout all of La Plata
County.
We have new membership categories with

titles more aligned to our local history. We have
introduced a Copper Membership designed for
those who have moved or visited our area and feel
a strong connection to our history. The Museum’s
virtual programs will continue to reach out to those
near and far.
Please use the form below or visit our website
to become a member or renew your membership.
We look forward to a partnership with those who
value the history of La Plata County History.

“A nation that forgets
its past can function
no better than an
individual with
amnesia.” ~ David
McCullough, author.

Friends of the
Animas Museum
R. Michael
& Barbara Bell

Family of Ernie
& Helen Kerr

Carolyn Bowra
& Les Goldman

The Kiene Family

Cheryl Bryant

Clark & Caroline
Kinser

Donell Deane

Nancy & Derrill Macho

Charles DiFerdinando

Barbara & Greg
Martin

Gail L. Downs
Joyce Erickson
Kathleen Fine-Dare
Jeremy Foote
& Lisa Benski
Gary & Kathy Gibson
Sharon & Don Greve
The Hilton Family
Mary Jane Hood
and Family
Ed & Sue Horvat
Sandy Jones
In honor of Sandy
Jones

Robert McDaniel
Kathy McKenzie
Patrick &
Cynthia Murphy
Jeanne Parks
Megan Reid
Diane L. Skinner
Kathy Szelag
For Bob & Ruth
(Williams) Wielang
Janet & Chuck
Williams
And our friends
who wish to
remain anonymous.

The Fort Lewis Whist Club, from the Animas
Museum Photo Archives, 13.23.1.39
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