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Local History Through 50 Treasures

t started in 2010 when
the British Broadcasting
Corporation challenged curators
from the British Museum to
select 100 artifacts from their collections
that told the story of the human
experience. The project became a book
called “The History of the World in 100
Objects.” It included not only some of the
great works of art the British Museum is
known for, but also objects that tell the
stories of everyday people. This beautiful
book inspired museums, archeologists,
and curators around the world to look at
their collections and to tell their stories
in a new way.
To celebrate the 50th anniversary of
the La Plata County Historical Society,
we have taken up the challenge to tell the
history of La Plata County through 50 of
the treasures we preserve at the Animas
Museum. It wasn’t an easy process. First
we identified major themes important to
the county including geology, agriculture,
business, schools and Native Americans.
Next we combed our collections database
for artifacts and photographs in the
Museum’s collection that tell stories
supporting those themes. We especially
tried to find treasures from ordinary life
which are not currently on exhibit. Often
we found that the smallest items tell the
biggest stories.

BY SUSAN JONES
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The largest item in the Museum’s Permanent Collection is the Animas City School building. Built it 1904, it was the center of
community life in Animas City. School District 9R students were educated within its stone walls until 1967. Today it is the home
of the Animas Museum, where learning (and fun) still happen. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 80.04.1

As you look through this edition, you
may notice each item has a number. That
is the Animas Museum’s catalog number.
As part of the registration process,
every artifact, photograph, or piece of
ephemera accepted into the collection is
assigned a unique number that connects
the item with its story in the Museum’s
collections database. The first two
digits designate the year the item was
donated. The second two digits identify
the sequence of acquisitions in that year.
These two numbers together represent
the accession number that identifies

all of the individual items acquired
together. The final numbers represent
the individual item. For instance, catalog
number 78.01.1 represents the first object
in the first acquisition of 1978 - the very
first treasure we acquired. The catalog
number of an artifact or photograph
allows us to locate the item and its story
for further study and research.
We hope you enjoy this selection of
the Animas Museum’s treasures and
the stories they tell, and that you will
continue to support us in our mission
to “preserve La Plata County history for
present and future generations.” n
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BY GAY KIENE

Fifty years ago! 1972! Where were you
living? What were you doing? Fifty years
ago were you thinking about a career or
marriage? Maybe you wondered where to
go on a Saturday night or even what to play
at recess. Luckily here in Durango, there
were a few wise citizens who were thinking
about the history of this unique area. They
created the La Plata County Historical
Society. With time, their plans grew to
include a museum to house the artifacts
and photos which would preserve our
history beyond the written word. As they
say, one picture is worth a thousand words.
So here we are 50 years later with
an extensive collection of photos and
artifacts and the Animas Museum: a
beautiful 1904 sandstone schoolhouse in
which to display and house them. After
50 years of collecting people’s stories and
treasured objects, how do you choose just
50 to tell our anniversary story? It wasn’t
easy. In this 27th issue of History La Plata
we have given a teaser of the interesting
photos and artifacts collected over the
years. You are invited to come see more
at the museum or become a member and
receive a link with a code allowing you to
browse the collection online.
Happy 50th Anniversary La Plata County
Historical Society n
Gay Kiene is President of the LPCHS
Board of Directors.

Susan Jones is currently serving on
the Board of the La Plata County
Historical Society as Treasurer and
Collections Manager.
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One of the smallest items in the permanent collection,
this replica of a gaming piece was formed from cut and
polished bone. The original was excavated north of Durango
by Earl Morris and Robert Burgh in 1940. It dates to the
Basketmaker II Period. It was one of the first items placed
on exhibit at the Animas Museum. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 17.02.9

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

The Durango High School graduating class 1902. This
photograph was the first item accessioned into the permanent
collection of the Animas Museum in 1978. photo credit: Image
from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 78.01.1
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ON THE COVER: images and artifacts
from the Animas Museum’s collection.
More information about these treasures
can be found throughout this issue.
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Geologic History of the Animas Valley


BY JONATHAN HARVEY, PHD

This view looking north up the Animas Valley shows the strata which records the geologic changes over time. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 07.34.62

he landscape of southwest
Colorado is the result of
billions of years of tectonic
upheaval, accumulation of sediment,
violent eruptions, and carving by
glaciers. The oldest rocks in the region
are the igneous and metamorphic rocks
that are exposed from Bakers Bridge
north and east into the Weminuche
Wilderness. Draped over that strong
foundation is a great thickness of
varied, colorful strata, that record
changing environments in the region.
Some examples include the gray marine
limestones of the Hermosa Cliffs along
Highway 550, the red sandstones and
mudstones found in the red cliffs
just north of Durango, and the tan
sandstones and gray shales of downtown

T
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Durango and Horse Gulch.
More recently (~60 million years
ago), the San Juan Mountains formed
during a period of uplift and volcanic
activity. A series of large supervolcano
eruptions piled up volcanic debris
(covering much of the eastern San
Juans). Hot, mineral-rich water
circulated around those volcanoes,
depositing economic minerals in veins.
These deposits would eventually lay the
groundwork for the mining boom that
brought great numbers of people to the
high country in the late 1800s.
These days, the Animas River drains
away from the San Juan Mountains
along a deep glacial trough that was
carved into the bedrock during a series
of “ice ages”. During each ice age, the

tongue of ice extended from the Molas
Pass down the Animas Valley as far as
the north end of Durango (the terminus
can be seen in the ridge of bouldery
gravel running along 32nd street). These
glaciers spread broad sheets of river
cobbles in outwash plains downstream,
building the nice, flat benches on which
most of Durango’s neighborhoods are
built (including Skyridge, Riverview,
Crestview, and “The Grid”). We are now
enjoying a relative warm period, and the
glaciers have fully retreated to reveal the
magnificent landscape we call home. n
Jon Harvey is an Associate Professor
of Geoscience at Fort Lewis College.
He studies how landscapes form and
change over time.

This geologic specimen is chalcopyrite, pyrite and galena. These
sulfide minerals are chemically composed of metal atoms bonded
to sulfur atoms. For chalcopyrite, the metal is copper. For pyrite, it
is iron. For galena, it is lead. Each of those minerals represents a
major ore for that metal. Much of the mining that occurred in the
San Juan Mountains was focused on extracting these sulfides.
photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 88.20.251
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BASKETMAKERS


he term pioneer brings to
mind early Americans in
covered wagons seeking
a new life in the West.
But there was another pioneer to our
area—one who arrived many centuries
earlier. Native Americans have passed
through the Greater Durango area for
thousands of years but they didn’t settle
in the area for long until the arrival of the
Basketmakers around 300 BCE.
The Basketmakers, a term
archaeologists use to describe two
phases of early Ancestral Puebloan
culture, were actually the area’s
first successful farmers. A growing
dependence on agriculture—especially
corn— marked their transition from
a primarily nomadic hunter-gatherer
lifestyle to farmstead life. The
Basketmaker phases in the Four Corners
ran from about 300 BCE to 500 CE and
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Durango’s Earliest Pioneers
BY HUNTER McCLEARY

exhibit several important characteristics.
They lived in pithouses, adopted the bow
and arrow, and, of course, made baskets.
They continued to practice hunting and
gathering but maize became part of their
diet along with beans and squash.
The Basketmaker population in the
Animas Valley was not large when
they left. It appears they moved mostly
southward. It is not known exactly why.
Climate variability offers only a partial
explanation.
You can learn more about the
Basketmakers at Animas Museum or the
Canyons of the Ancients Visitor Center in
Dolores. n
Hunter McCleary is newsletter
editor for the San Juan Basin
Archaeological Society and bicycle
rack evangelist for Rotary Club of
Durango Daybreak.

A mano (Spanish for hand) and metate,
a large stone with a grinding surface and
a basin for holding foodstuff came into
greater use with the addition of corn to the
Native diet. The mano was held in one or
both hands and was moved back and forth
over the larger stone to grind seeds, nuts
and other hard materials. photo credit: From
the Animas Museum’s Collection

This tool is a replica of an antler scraper.
Made from a piece of deer antler, it was
cut, drilled and likely used to form the
shaft of a dart. Every part of the deer
was used by early Natives. In addition
to providing food, hides were used for
clothing and shelter, bones (and antlers)
for tools, sinew for cordage, and hooves
for rattles and other domestic and
ceremonial objects. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 17.02.12

This replica projectile point was among the first
artifacts exhibited at the Animas Museum. The
original point was excavated north of Durango
by Earl Morris and Robert Burgh in 1940. This
type of point dates to the Basketmaker II Period.
Using replicas for exhibition allows the artifact to
continue to be studied by experts at its permanent
home at the Canyon of the Ancients Center. photo
credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 17.02.3
FZA’s Management Team: Sidny Zink, CPA; Charles Fredrick, CPA, CGMA; Michelle Sainio, CPA, CGMA; and John Lopez, CPA, CGMA.

At FZA, CPA not only stands for the talented Certified Public
Accountants we have on our team, but for three very important
values: Confidence • Performance • Accountability
It is our job to instill confidence in our clients, help you
outperform other businesses and prior tax years, and then be
accountable for how we assisted you with your success.

CONFIDENCE.
PERFORMANCE.

We do taxes and audits, but our commitment to you is so much
more. Call or email us for a business or personal consultation.

ACCOUNTABILITY.™
954 East 2nd Avenue | Durango, CO 81301 | 970-247-0506 | durangocpas.com
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Artifacts
as Art


BY ANIMAS MUSEUM VOLUNTEERS

tems in the Animas Museum’s permanent
collections tell the stories of the area’s Indigenous
peoples. Some speak to the larger picture of
environmental changes and others to the daily life
of individuals. But many represent art which allows us a
glimpse into the cultures of these communities.
Pottery vessels have a practical utilitarian function, but
many are formed and decorated with great artistic skill.
From the creation of the piece using the science of clay
and heat, through the functional design of the item to the
materials selected to create pigments, each piece is an
artistic wonder to behold.
One of the most remarkable items at the Museum is
a Native courting flute. Made of cedar, it is embellished
with both carved and painted decorations. Its design was
the individual artistic expression of the artist, as there
are not tribal traditions dictating uniformity so each
piece is unique. The flute represents not only the artistic
appearance of the instrument but the music it made.
In ancient America, small precious objects such as beads
were used for barter or trade. Valuable because they were
difficult to make, beads were hand drilled with stone points

I

Two Ute women with a baby, a young child and a doll photographed ca. 1890 shows the practical nature of items that were also works of art. Studio portraits provide a fascinating
glimpse into individuals, as they often feature items or clothing which were particularly significant to the subjects. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 89.38.28

This Pueblo III mug dates from 1150-1280 C.E. The skill of the potter is evident in the
pottery form and the design painted with an organic paint. The handle was broken,
likely long ago. photo credit : From the Animas Museum’s Collection 85.01.22

6
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before European traders introduced the use of metal tools.
Beads were also valuable because they could be made
of rare precious stones, seashells, porcupine quills, and
nutshells. Beadwork became not only a form of artistic
expression, but a means to preserve and transport valuable
assets in a nomadic culture. The arrival of European trade
beads allowed more complex designs, often influenced by
other tribes with whom the Utes traded.
Navajo weavings at the Museum also tell the stories of

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

a people. The wool itself speaks to the rich tradition of
sheep and their importance to the Diné. The rich colors,
symbolism and geometric precision of the weaving itself
illustrate the artistic skills of the weaver.
The Animas Museum’s collection tells the diverse stories
of the Native peoples of our region, their history, traditions
and lifestyle. But the collections also represent their art
and culture. Come to the Museum for the history… stay for
the art. n
w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org
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ARTIFACTS AS ART
Traditional Southern Ute beadwork
comes into the modern era as seen it
this necklace made by Sunshine Smith.
Created in the 1970s, it features a spot
style stitch. photo credit: From the Animas
Museum’s Collection 14.47.1

This Navajo (Diné) weaving from the early 1900s is
an Eyedazzler pattern created with handspun wool in
natural colors and red aniline dye. photo credit : From
the Animas Museum’s Collection 97.03.1

This Ute Mountain Ute courting flute features carved
figures of suns and insects with an animal fetish
on one end. Buckskin fringe and painted segments
complete the artist’s vision. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 10.32.1

PROUDLY SERVING SOUTHWEST COLORADO FOR OVER 100 YEARS...
FROM FARMERS SUPPLY TO

IN HISTORIC DOWNTOWN DURANGO

(970) 247-0660
www.elevationace.com
Photo courtesy of LaPlata County Historical Society

Our name has changed over the years, but our commitment to customer service remains steadfast!
w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org 
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Importance of Railroads to SW Colorado


BY GEORGE NIEDERAUER

The Durango railroad yard ca. 1946. The yard, south of the depot, was home to a turntable, machine shops, coaling station, water tank and all the facilities needed to keep the trains moving safely. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 15.33.59

evelopment of the mining
industry and general
commerce in southwest
Colorado would not have
been possible on a large scale without the
narrow gauge railroads built by General
William Jackson Palmer, Otto Mears, and
the Gold King Mining Company.
Two years after gold was discovered
near Denver, Charles Baker organized
gold prospecting on the upper Animas
River in 1860. Over the next two decades
mining districts were established in Rico,
Ouray, Telluride and Red Mountain. Stony
Pass, east of Silverton, was the vital link
between the San Juan mining districts
and supply towns to the east. With steep

D
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slopes on the pass, the route was tough.
Initially, only the best gold and silver ores
were packed over the Continental Divide to
reduction works at Denver or Pueblo.
The earliest roads, generally
established along indigenous trails, were
simply wagon tracks. Later, improved
roads, generally toll roads, made it
profitable to mine lower grade ore.
However, snow, often from October to
June, meant a trail had to be packed or
excavated for heavily laden animals.
Speed, capacity and economy of railroads
revolutionized transportation. They reduced
freight costs to one-half or one-third that of
wagons and one-tenth that of pack trains.
When the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

arrived in 1881, Durango became the most
important supply center in Southwest
Colorado. It was the gateway into the superb
coal mining region of La Plata County
and the rich metal region of the western
San Juan Mountains. Abundant coal from
nearby coal mines, reliable water from the
Animas River, a moderate climate compared
to Silverton, a relatively lower altitude that
was more favorable to smelting processes,
and good agricultural land all made
Durango a prime site for a railroad town.
Railroads were critical in taking ore
down from the mountains and supplying
mining communities with coal, food,
goods, and materials. Railroads were
vital to economic development of stock,

agricultural products, lumber and
petroleum. When mining declined and
trucks replaced trains, national publicity
and local advocacy in the early 1950s saved
the Silverton Branch. n
George Niederauer is a lifelong
railroad enthusiast. He has an 18x18ft European HO train layout and
has been a member of the Durango
Railroad Historical Society since
2001, where he is a past president
and current treasurer and newsletter
editor and is helping to develop the
railroad historical park in Silverton
jointly with the San Juan County
Historical Society.
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IMPORTANCE OF RAILROADS TO SW COLORADO

The Rio Grande Southern Railroad (RGS) used boxcar seals like these to secure valuable freight in
transit. The RGS was incorporated in 1889 with the support of local financial and business interests
to provide rail service west of Durango. It served Dolores, Rico, Telluride, and Ridgeway. photo credit:
From the Animas Museum’s Collection 89.24.39

This conductor’s cap was worn by Alva F. Lyons during his 51
year career with the Denver & Rio Grande Western Railroad.
He began his career in 1914 as a 17 year-old working on a
bridge gang. He served in France during WWI and returned
to the railroad after the war, working as a brakeman. He
became a conductor in the 1920s and retired in 1966.
photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection, 88.20.176

This D&RG metal cup from
the turn of the last century
was hung by the water cooler
on a passenger car. It allowed
passengers to enjoy a sip of
water…from a communal cup.
photo credit: From the Animas
Museum’s Collection 06.27.3

This brakeman’s lantern was used on the D&RG Railroad in the 1890s. It was
used for signaling the engineer as trains maneuvered through switches and
railyards. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 98.22.2
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Agriculture in La Plata County


BY CHARLES DIFERDINANDO

The rich soil of the Animas Valley grew crops that fed miners, railroad crews and a prospering community. Farmers and their plow horses are shown at work ca. 1910. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 81.07.19

ong before Europeans stepped
foot on the land, we call La
Plata County, ancient people
practiced agriculture. They
cultivated fields of corn, beans, and squash
and harvested native plants and fruits.
Later, agriculture became the backbone
of the early economy of La Plata County.
The mining industry that had started
the economy of Southwest Colorado was
fueled by locally grown food from the
Animas Valley.
Some of the early agricultural activity
was centered around the Hermosa area

L
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which included the Tripp, Roberts and Kerr
families. The village of Hermosa and its post
office was the first settlement in the lower
Animas Valley. The Aspaases, Lamberts,
Pinkertons, Dwyers and Turners were also
involved with farming and ranching.
There were hungry prospectors, miners
and draft animals in the surrounding
mining camps looking for a local source
of food. Hay and grains were planted
for animal feed. Wheat was planted to
supply a flour mill built on Hermosa
Creek. Vegetables and fruit crops included
potatoes, cabbage, carrots, turnips,

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

strawberries, raspberries, apples, plums,
pears, cherries, apricots, and grapes. Dairy
cattle supplied milk and cream. Butter was
churned and ice cream frozen. Chickens,
ducks, geese, turkeys and other fowl were
raised for meat and eggs. Cattle, sheep
and pigs were raised to supply meat to the
markets.
As agricultural production increased
throughout the county, excess production
not consumed locally was exported. Local
companies such as Graden Flour and Feed
Mill purchased grains and hay. Swift and
Company purchased cream, eggs and fowl.

San Juan Creamery purchased milk and
cream to produce butter and ice cream.
Local meat markets and grocery stores
purchased products from local farmers
until the advent of modern chain grocery
stores such as Safeway in the 1930s.
Today local produce is again
being grown and marketed to area
restaurants and consumers via the
summer farmers’ markets. n
Charles DiFerdinando is a Durango
native and a member of the La Plata
County Historical Society staff.
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A 1926 promotional calendar for De Laval cream
separators and milkers describes the attributes
of the company’s dairy equipment. It was from
Jackson Hardware. There were enough dairies in
the area that they were listed in local directories as
a key industry. In addition to commercial dairies,
many farmers had a few dairy cows to provide milk
for their families and sell to neighbors. photo credit:
From the Animas Museum’s Collection 18.15.8

Sheep raising was vital in La Plata County. Sheep spent the winter at the home place. In this image that is a
farm north of old Fort Lewis. In the spring, shearing would relieve the sheep of their fleece, providing cash
or even yarn. After lambing season, the flock would usually head to the high country to summer on grazing
allotments. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 04.27.177

Frank Young came to Durango in 1881
to establish a branch of Pueblo’s S.C.
Gallup Saddlery. He was so successful
that he purchased the business in 1883.
Young stamped his wares “Frank H. Young
Maker—Durango, Col.” He sold the business
to employee Isaac Cherry in 1898. Cherry
hired Joseph Rule and George Thompson. He
made this saddle ca. 1910. Cherry and Rule
passed away in 1927. Thompson continued
the business as Thompson’s Saddle Shop. It
became a Main Avenue institution. photo credit:
From the Animas Museum’s Collection 00.36.1

WELLS GROUP · YOUR REAL ESTATE MARKET LEADER

EXPERIENCE
THE
WELLS
GROUP
DIFFERENCE.

1130 Main Avenue, Durango, CO 81301 www.wellsgroupdurango.com
inquiries@wellsgroupdurango.com 970.259.6680
w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org 
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A Helping Hand for the
Farmer-Granges in La Plata County


BY JILL SEYFARTH

merica’s oldest national
agricultural service
organization, the grange,
was created in 1867 in
Washington, D.C. to provide economic
assistance to farmers who were struggling
after the Civil War. The grange provided
popular and vital support services by
helping farmers negotiate bank loans,
obtain fair insurance rates and establish
acceptable shipping costs. In Colorado,
492 granges formed within rural
communities. Members often met in local
schools, churches, or other community
buildings until funds could be raised to
construct a hall.

A

The grange elected local officers and
was set up on a fraternal basis to provide
mutual benefits to the members. While
membership was open to all genders,
a Women’s Work Committee was also
established in the 1930s to promote
women’s activities. Members had to be
at least 14 years old, but in the 1930s,
the State Grange established Juvenile
Granges (now called Junior Granges) for
kids. The granges flourished in the 1940s
as members were involved in stepping
up food production for the war efforts
during World War II. At its peak, grange
membership was just under 1
million people.

Sixteen granges operated in La Plata
County between 1911 and 1957. Over the
years, they dealt with many familiar issues
such as road maintenance, mosquito
control, shipping costs, certification of
produce such as potatoes and turkeys,
and charitable aid for the needy. The first
grange in La Plata County, which is still
active today, was Animas Valley Grange
No. 194, established in Hermosa on April
1, 1911. Other granges included the Oxford
#196, Pine River #197, and Ignacio #198
which were all established in 1911. A slew
of granges opened in 1916. They were:
Florida Mesa #306, Pine Cone Valley #307,
Mt. Allison #308, KilKare #309, Kline # 310,

Eureka #311, Morrison # 312 and Redmesa
# 313. In 1917, three more granges, Breen
#318, Marvel # 319, and Big Stick #320 were
formed. Forty years later a new Marvel
#479 and a new Oxford #482 were added.
A few of these granges remain active. In
addition to the Animas Valley Grange, the
Marvel, Mt. Allison and Florida granges
still offer community activities. n
Jill Seyfarth is a retired historian
and archaeologist, and a former
board member of LPCHS. This article
summarizes information in Pioneers,
Prospectors and Trout, written by Dr.
Ruth Lambert and Jill Seyfarth.
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A HELPING HAND FOR THE FARMER-GRANGES IN LA PLATA COUNTY
This commemorative plate
celebrates the centennial
of the Colorado State
Grange, 1874-1974.
photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s
Collection 04.10.20

The ladies of the
Animas Valley Grange
gathered for a special
event in October
1960. photo credit:
Image from the Animas
Museum Photo Archives
14.10.165
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“…Durango became the destination for
those …seeking a new life and wealth.
Durango became a boomtown overnight
with 20 saloons with gambling houses in
the rear, five months before the railroad
arrived…This diverse population was
unaccustomed to law and order.
At first, justice and community
protection came in the form of vigilante
groups as citizens worked together. In most
cases, troublemakers were forced to leave
town….Saloons tried, with no success, to
curb and control rowdiness, by requiring
weapons to be checked at the bar, but
patrons were uncooperative.
Citizens desperately cried out for
law and order in a town of 3,000 with
the population on the rise… An April
11 meeting resulted in a plan to protect
themselves and the town. On May 30,
1881, Acting Mayor John Taylor (pioneer
druggist) laid down a provision for a police
department.
Thus the Durango Police Department
was established May 30, 1881.”

Serving the Community

From “Beyond the Badge 1881-1949”,
by Sharon Greve an invaluable
resource for the history of the Durango
Police Department.

The interior of the Durango Fire Department at 134 E. 10th St. in 1905. Pictured (L to R) William Croke, Chief
Henry Dietrich, John Conway, Sam Ethridge and Martin Miller. The horses, at the ready to pull the pumper
wagon, are Mac (left) and Tige (right). photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 01.09.9

“The first recorded fire in Durango occurred on Dec.
29, 1880 on the roof of the tent housing the Durango
Record. The damage must have been small as the next
issue of the paper appeared on schedule….
…Nov. 5, 1880 Durango Record: At a meeting of the
citizens held last night at Mills & Chapman’s for the
purpose of organizing a fire company, Mr. Rapp was
appointed chairman and Mr. W.G. Chapman secretary
pro tem. The meeting being called to order, Mr. Rapp
explained the necessity of starting some plan toward the
organization of a good active company and procuring
suitable apparatus. A committee was appointed to obtain
subscriptions towards the purchasing of a Hook and
Ladder Truck and a supply of buckets….”
From the History of the Durango Fire Department
by Frank A. Shry, former Durango Fire Marshall.
He relied on early newspaper accounts as well as
fire department records. His original manuscript is
in the Animas Museum’s permanent collection and
may be viewed online at http://animasmuseum.org/
online_exhibits/Fire/index.html.
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This impressive bell served as
Durango’s fire alarm bell from
April 4, 1895 until December 15,
1962. After the 1974 Main Avenue
fire, it was adapted to serve as
a memorial to Durango’s fallen
firefighters. It is dedicated to
Roy Hood (July 19, 1918), Elzie
I. Briggs and Lewis G. Hoffman
(February 19, 1954) and N.P.
“Nick” Parks (August 24, 1974).
photo credit: From the Animas
Museum’s Collection 03.60.1

This badge collection included an early Durango Police badge reportedly used by Robert
Dwyer. Donated by retired Chief Chris Wiggins, it also includes his first Detective’s badge from
1971 and his Captain’s badge from 1975. Wiggins began his career with the DPD in 1961,
retiring as Chief in the 1990s. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 15.03.2
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in 1939, LPEA has
been owned by YOU,
our members, and has
existed to bring power
and light to all corners
of our area. More than
81 years later, and with
the support of our
members, LPEA is
still improving lives
and powering a strong
local economy.
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FROM TENTS TO DRIVE-INS


BY MEGAN REID

Civil War veteran T.C. Graden came to the area in 1876. He operated saw mills, a flour mill, a lumber company and established The Graden Mercantile Company in 1893. Graden Mercantile, pictured here ca.1910, sold almost everything a shopper might need. Fire destroyed
the original building in 1948, but was rebuilt as Graden’s Department Store which continued to serve customers. Residents “of a certain age” fondly recall the store’s pneumatic tube system. It whisked payments to the cashier’s office and whooshed the change and receipt
back to the customer at the counter. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 99.06.26

urango was established
in 1880 by the Denver and
Rio Grande Railroad as a
shipping and transportation
hub. The Durango Trust Company,
Durango’s first real estate business,
designated west of the railroad tracks
for industry and warehouses. East of
the tracks, today’s Main Avenue, was for
wholesale businesses. Second Avenue was

D

designated for retailers and homes while
Third Avenue, known as The Boulevard, for
churches and up-scale residences.
Durango was a “tent city” until
construction of primarily wood buildings
could begin. Early businesses focused on
community development: lumber mills,
iron works, blacksmithing, hardware/
implements, drug stores, general stores,
banks, hotels, restaurants, tailors/

The Historical Society not only preserves the artifacts and images that tell our community’s stories, but they also help preserve
the historic architecture which gives Downtown Durango its distinctive appearance. The LPCHS holds historic façade easements
for several structures, including the Schneider Block (992 Main). Originally built in 1889, the building has been a clothing store, a
grocery store, and several restaurants and bars. It became the first property protected by the LPCHS in 1982. photo credit: Image
from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 04.34.29
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dressmakers, and barbers. Entertainment
was provided by photography galleries, a
theater, and lots of saloons/gaming parlors.
When an 1889 fire destroyed several
blocks of mainly wood buildings,
new construction mirrored eastern
“Commercial” and “Victorian” styles with
1-3 story brick or stone facades, large
ground floor display windows with rows
of smaller windows above. Specialized
stores sold jewelry, furniture, musical
instruments, artists’ materials and
even bicycles.
With the arrival of the first automobile
in 1902, livery stables and corrals
made way for automobile businesses;
sales, repair and supplies plus parking
garages and gas stations. Community
“movers and shakers” were hooked on
tourism’s increase after the opening of
Mesa Verde National Park in 1906 and
the so-called Million Dollar Highway in
1924. Architecture in the 1920s and 1930s
reflected the “Art Modern” style with
streamlined facades, curved corners,
and glazed terra cotta tiles. Automobile
courts (motels), novelty and sporting
goods stores, and ladies’ hairdressers
opened to serve the visitors. Nationwide
department and grocery store chains
soon arrived. Photography studios sold
cameras and film. Even though saloons
closed during Prohibition (1916-1933), pool
and billiard parlors remained popular. The
“gotta-get-em here” promoters made sure
an airport was constructed.

The 1940s brought a measure of
prosperity with smelters processing
uranium and vanadium for WWII, and
the 1950s brought more tourism. Existing
buildings were considered old fashioned and
many proprietors covered the historic brick
with siding or stucco. Main Avenue couldn’t
support more growth or traffic, so the
Camino del Rio by-pass was constructed.
Railroad freight business declined, but
interest from tourists and Hollywood
grew. Motels, like the Spanish Trails,
replaced auto courts. Drive-in restaurants
were popular with teens while adults
enjoyed cocktail lounges and night clubs.
Professional photographers competed with
those offering “old west style” portraits.
By the 1960s and 1970s art galleries
could be found throughout the city.
National motel chains, KOA campgrounds,
and guest ranches catered to all types of
tourists. The Rocket Drive-In Theater,
south of Durango, was a hit with movie
goers. “Stop-n-go” convenience stores
and gas stations popped up around town.
New construction, like the Main Mall,
was designed to fit into, not mimic, the
surrounding historic buildings. An interest
in historic preservation soon led to the
transformation of the 1904 Animas City
School building into the La Plata County
Historical Society’s museum. n
Megan Reid is a retired museum
professional and Animas Museum
volunteer researcher.

w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org

June 2022

n

VOLUME XXVII

FROM TENTS TO DRIVE-INS

The Durango Herald has been a downtown mainstay since it acquired the equipment of The Durango
Record and first printed under its own banner in 1882. In the 1940s The Herald-Democrat operated at
1138 Main Avenue. After several changes of ownership, Arthur and Morley Ballantine purchased The
Herald-Democrat and the Durango News in 1952. The combined publication eventually became The
Durango Herald. In 1965 the Ballantines built a new, state-of-the-art building across from Buckley Park.
This apron recalls a time when newspaper carriers, often on a bicycle, delivered The Herald and collected
the subscription fees from their customers. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 01.28.4
The Pen-Dike photo studio at 915 Main is shown during a 1919 parade (likely Memorial Day, after WWI). Durango has a rich history of
photographers including E.A. Wilder, J.A. Boston, Frank Gonner, Frank Balster, William Penningon, and Lisle Updike whose works document
the history of the area. More recently, Partridge Studio and W.R. Rowland continued the tradition. The Animas Museum is home to the Willetto
collection of photos, documenting the people of the San Juan Basin. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 04.34.26

This 1955 key chain promoting Ladies’ Apparel of
Distinction, owned by Ella J. Birkhimer, has a change
pouch - just the thing to hold pennies for the parking
meter. The shop was located at 988 Main Ave. Before
becoming the proprietor of a dress shop, Ella had a
unique role in history. On December 16, 1944 she was
in Richmond, California and christened the USS Durango
Victory Ship with a bottle of champagne as it slid into
the ocean to begin service. Durango was chosen for this
honor by having such a high number of men (per capita)
join the military to serve in WWII. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 02.43.94

This metal token from the Mascot
Saloon was valid for a 5 cent drink.
The saloon was owned by the
Baudino Brothers and appeared in
the 1911 and 1915 city directories
at 552 Main Avenue. In Durango’s
early days, the 900 block on the
west side of Main Avenue was
known as “the saloon block.” There
were so many saloons along the
block that proper ladies simply did
not walk there. They would cross
to the more respectable east side
of the street. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 03.59.1

A book of matches from the Knox Drive-In Theatre
not only offered “Season’s Greetings” but boasted
that it had the largest screen in the San Juan Basin.
The Basin Drive-In opened at 2300 Main Avenue in
1950. In 1956 it became the Knox Drive-In Theatre
through a change in ownership. It then became the
Bell Drive-In which operated until 1964. Durango
High School is on the site today. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 03.09.5
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This bank bag from Burns National Bank featured their slogan, “Large Enough to Serve You/Small
Enough to Know You.” Thomas Delthrope (T.D.) Burns was born in Ireland. He came to the New Mexico
Territory in 1865, opening a store in Tierra Amarilla. Burns came to La Plata County and purchased
Trimble Hot Springs in 1882. He opened the Burns National Bank in July 1910 at the northeast corner
of 9th Street and Main Avenue. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 03.18.3

A bottle from Durango Bottling Works
recalls the soda industry in La Plata
County. John Kellenberger arrived in
Durango in 1892 and started a wholesale
liquor and cigar company. His business
grew and he expanded across the state.
Kellenberger added soda to his business
by acquiring the first Coca-Cola franchise
in the area in 1915. He weathered
Prohibition by purchasing La Plata
Bottling Works to sell Coca-Cola products
instead of alcohol. photo credit: From the
Animas Museum’s Collection 93.19.1

Richey’s was built at 920 Main Ave. about
1895. Mr. A.L. Richey came to Durango
from Denver, where he had owned a
candy store. Richey’s made chocolates
which could be purchased individually or
in boxes of assorted flavors. The store
also featured a soda fountain with ice
cream treats and beverages. The soda
fountain had classic parlor stools with
veneer seats and twisted wrought iron
legs. Patrons could also sit at the marble
counter where they would have a view
of the soda jerk dipping ice cream.
photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s
Collection 04.01.1
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The Importance of Schools in La Plata County


BY JANET WILLIAMS

Hattie Robert’s classroom at Longfellow School is pictured as it was in 1888-90. Miss Roberts married local photographer Frank Gonner, which might account for this photo. Longfellow School was built in 1882 on 5th Avenue, near 10th Street. It was destroyed by fire in
1901. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 91.33.62

a Plata County’s first school
was one of the earliest
buildings constructed on Main
Street in Animas City which
was founded along the Animas River in
1876. A small one-room log structure, it
became part of the first school district in
the county. Notably, it was the first school
established along Colorado’s western slope.
Education was a high priority for the
citizens of this frontier settlement. Within
two years a larger frame school was
built just up the hill to the west of Main
Street. A fine brick three-room building
to the south followed a few years later.
In 1904-1905 Animas City constructed its
fourth school to accommodate the town’s

L
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n

growing population. This impressive multistoried Italianate structure made of local
sandstone continues to promote education
today as the home of the Animas Museum.
The City of Durango was founded in 1880
by investors of the Denver and Rio Grande
Railroad, just downriver from Animas City.
By 1881 Durango School District #9 had
been organized. The first classes were held
on benches in the newly built St. Mark’s
Episcopal Church on E. 2nd Avenue. In
1882 the Southside School (renamed the
Longfellow School a few years later) was
opened, and by 1888 the Longfellow School
had incorporated grades 9-12. In 1891, the
citizens of Durango passed a bond issue
for $20,000 to fund the first Durango High

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

School building, located at 12th Street and
East 4th Avenue. Twenty-five years later in
1916, a new state-of-the-art Durango High
School (which even boasted an indoor
swimming pool) was built a block to the
west on 12th Street.
As the industries of mining, smelting,
logging, farming, ranching, and the
railroad continued to attract families to
the county, rural schools were established
to serve children far and wide. These were
usually one-room structures meant to meet
the needs of all ages through the 8th grade.
The teachers often boarded with a local
family. Education was so valued by the
public that by the 1930s there were a total
of 38 school districts in La Plata County,

which included almost 70 schools!
Because schools served as crucial
community centers, as well as institutions
of learning, it took a long time to
consolidate the many school districts.
This process began in the 1930s and ended
in the early 1960s. Even though there
are fewer schools and school districts in
21st century La Plata County, its people
continue to enthusiastically support public
education with pride and commitment. n
Janet Williams, former early
childhood educator, is a long-time
member of La Plata County Historical
Society and a regular volunteer at the
Animas Museum.
w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org
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Whittier School in this undated image, was built in 1885
on the west side of Main Avenue at 19th Street. Previously
known as Northside School, it was named for poet John
Greenleaf Whittier which followed the popular fad of
naming schools for literary luminaries. photo credit: Image
from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 02.43.120
The Animas Museum has an extensive collection
of Durango High School yearbooks. Issues of the
Toltec provide a charming portrait of student life
through the years. Many of these yearbooks have
been digitized and may be viewed on the Museum’s
website. This groovy edition is from 1970. photo
credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 99.09.1

Bells such as this, once used by Roberta Barr,
called students to classrooms throughout La
Plata County. Barr wanted to be a teacher since
she was a child playing school. She graduated
from Fort Lewis’ Hesperus campus and passed
the state exam for a teaching certificate. Her
first job was at the one-room school at Cherry
Creek. The 19-year-old teacher rode a horse
to school and boarded with a local family,
earning $70 for nine months work. She worked
at several rural schools and Smiley Junior High
School. She served as principal at Mason and
Park Schools at the same time. photo credit: From
the Animas Museum’s Collection 14.26.1

This small Pelton water wheel turned
a small generator which was used
to provide hydro-electric power for
the Waterfall School. District #11
was formed in the Animas Valley in
1881. Waterfall and Trimble Schools
were on opposite sides of the Animas
River. They were the only schools
in the district. Waterfall School was
built around 1888 on the west side of
the river near the Waterfall Ranch.
It served students until 1939. photo
credit: From the Animas Museum’s
Collection 86.04.463

In addition to local public schools, Durango students could train for careers at institutions such as the Durango
Business College. This diploma was issued to Deem B. McGue for completing the “Regular Course of Study” in
1904. The school was located at 855 Main Ave. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 01.27.36
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Community Fun – Any Excuse for a Parade

ne of the earliest celebrations
held in Durango was the
grand opening of the West
End Hotel in April 1881. A
sumptuous dinner was scheduled, to be
followed by dancing to the melodies of
Professor Delius and his True Fissure
Orchestra. The gala was postponed when a
shoot-out between the notorious StocktonEskridge outlaw gang and a New Mexico
posse left the building pockmarked with
bullet holes and the proprietor badly
shaken.
Durango had occasion to celebrate a few
months later when the highly anticipated
Denver & Rio Grande Railroad arrived in
town. A fashionable “hop” was slated to
take place in the new smelter building.
The machinery was not yet in place, so
the large building could accommodate the
500 couples that were expected. However
on July 30, the track crews arrived sooner
than planned. An impromptu celebration
was held. While the City Band played,
Mayor J.L. Pennington drove a ceremonial
silver spike into the new track. The official
celebration happened as scheduled a few
days later with races, baseball games, the
gala at the flower-decked smelter and of
course, a parade.
The Spanish Trails Fiesta began in

O

BY CAROLYN BOWRA
1935 as a tonic for the dark days of the
Great Depression, and to bring increased
crowds for local businesses. Originally it
included a rodeo and horse races, boxing
matches, and due to its September date, a
football game. The western themed event
was declared a huge success and became
an annual event. The Works Progress
Administration built a large sandstone
grandstand on north Main Avenue which
saved rodeo and horserace spectators
from the elements. The Fiesta grew in
popularity, drawing the “largest crowd
ever assembled on the San Juan Basin,”
according to the Durango News. WW II
caused the cancellation of festivities from
1942 to 1945. The celebration returned in
1946 and became one of the area’s biggest
events into the 1960s. As attendance
decreased, attempts were made to revive
the tradition by changing the name to the
Navajo Trails Fiesta and later to Durango
Fiesta Days. The demolition of the stone
grandstand and horse stalls heralded
additional changes. It remains a beloved
local celebration – and an occasion for
a parade. n

n

Snowdown was first celebrated in 1979 as “The
Great Cabin Fever Reliever.” The creative, often
zany, events were just the thing for having fun,
and sometimes poking fun…at ourselves. This
button from 1980 recalls winter fun – and a
parade. photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s
Collection 02.72.58

Carolyn Bowra is a retired museum
professional, Animas Museum
volunteer and parade fan.

The smelter came to Durango in 1880 when John Porter built the San Juan and New York Mining and Smelting Company. At the
turn of the last century, it operated as the American Smelting and Refining Company. The smelter was not only a huge economic
driver for the area, employing hundreds, it gave its name to Smelter Mountain. The smelter also contributed to the community by
sponsoring baseball teams and the Smelter Band, pictured here in a 1916 photograph by W.R. Rowland. They performed concerts,
appeared at special events and marched in parades. photo credit: Image from the Animas Museum Photo Archives 92.22.273
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This stylish hat belonged to Goldenaire
drum major, Bob Balliger. The band began
after WWI as the Drum & Bugle Corps.
After a hiatus for WWII, the band resumed
as The Goldenaires. The name was the
winning entry from a contest. The group
competed nationally and won many awards.
They disbanded in 1965. The Goldenaires
are well-represented in the Museum’s
collection. photo credit: From the Animas
Museum’s Collection 02.03.11

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

Durango businessmen encouraged wearing
western attire during the Spanish Trails
Fiesta. Gentlemen donned bolo ties and
cowboy hats. Brightly colored “Fiesta”
skirts and blouses, decorated with yards
of rick-rack and trim were popular with
women and girls. This Spanish Trails Fiesta
souvenir scarf ca. 1940 was just the thing to
bring a touch of western flair to any outfit.
photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s
Collection 99.30.1

The sandstone
grandstand at the
La Plata County
Fairgrounds is pictured
in a watercolor painting.
The stables are visible to
the left. photo credit: From
the Animas Museum’s
Collection 17.15.1
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Honoring
a Rich Past
+
Restoring for
the Future
New

owners

acquired

Trimble

Hot

Springs and the surrounding property
in 2019. Since then, they have invested
millions in improvements and restoration
of the property and facilities. The mission
behind Durango Hot Springs Resort + Spa
is to provide the very best natural thermal
soaking water and spa experience while
embracing its history and colorful past.

PROUD DESTINATION ON
THE COLORADO HISTORIC
HOT SPRINGS LOOP
STEAMBOAT
SPRINGS
GLENWOOD
SPRINGS
CARBONDALE
BUENA VISTA
NATHROP

OURAY

Reservations Required | Book online or call
dhsresort.com | 970.247.0111
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AT TH E MUSEUM
elebrate the 50th Anniversary of
the La Plata County Historical
Society with a visit to the
Animas Museum. Our exhibits
tell such interesting stories. “Wish You
Were Here” serves as a broad history of
the area through the perspective of travel,
while “Forged by Flame” examines how fire
shaped our surroundings. “Law & Disorder”
tells of local outlaws and the brave lawmen
who brought stability to La Plata County.
The Native American Gallery features
“Durango Basketmakers; A Sheltered Life,”
as well as Navajo and Ute artifacts. The
Museum’s 1905 classroom brings turn-ofthe-century education to life. “Working
on the Railroad” spotlights the railroad
workers who were the lifeblood of this
critical industry. On the Museum grounds,
the Joy Cabin, one of the oldest buildings

C

in Durango, is furnished to tell the story
of pioneer life in the 1870s. The Peterson
House shows the can-do spirit of the 1930s
and the Great Depression.
The Museum also offers virtual exhibits
on the website, www.animasmuseum.org.
Visit the website often to see new additions.
Videos and photos of programming and
special events can also be enjoyed online.
Celebrate this year’s publication of
History La Plata by joining us on Saturday,
June 11. You may drop by from 10-3 to pick
up additional copies and view some of the
items highlighted in our 2022 edition. For
those who can’t drop by on the 11th, join
us on Zoom at 1 p.m. where we will explore
some of the 50 treasures featured in
History La Plata. Sign up on our website.
Our Second Saturday Seminar Series
continues on Saturday, July 9 at 1 p.m.

on Zoom. Local historian Charles
DiFerdinando will be talking about the
Great Fire of 1889 and how it affected
Durango’s history. Sign up on our website.
Quilt Day Open House - drop by the
Museum Saturday, August 6 between 10
and 3 to view some of the fascinating quilts
in the Museum’s collection in person and
chat with quilt historian Patricia Joy.
Families are invited to the Museum on
Saturday, August 27 to enjoy old fashioned
games as another school year begins.
There will be hopscotch, jacks and jump
ropes with rhymes from days gone by.
September’s History Live! event will
feature another in our Second Saturday
Seminar Series, “Coal - the Other Black
Gold,” join us via Zoom on September
10th at 1p.m. Visit our website to sign up.
History Live! continues on September 17

when author John Steinle will portray
Senator Henry Teller on a “whistle-stop”
speaking tour at the D&SNGRR depot.
Check our website for details.
On Friday, October 14 join us aboard
the D&SNG Cascade train. We will have
our own car featuring special narration
by local historians. Tickets will go quickly
for this popular excursion. Details will be
announced soon.
New events are always being planned,
so check our website or follow us on social
media for the latest information.
The Animas Museum is located at
3065 W. 2nd Avenue, and is open
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays.
Visit www.animasmuseum.org or call
970-259-2402 for the latest information.
There is no admission charge but donations
are gratefully accepted. n

Brennan Oil has been in business in
Durango, Colorado since 1923 and is the
nation’s oldest petroleum wholesaler. Five
generations of Brennans have worked with
the company over the last 99 years, making
them the local foremost experts on fuel
and lubricants. Brennan Oil was founded by
MJ (Mike) Brennan in 1923, where original
distribution began at a warehouse situated
along the southern section of the truck
route (Camino del Rio), approximately where
Albertson’s is today. Delivery of products
to Brennan Oil was initially made by train
where it was shipped down from Denver,
Colorado. MJ Brennan built Lighthouse
Texaco (pictured) near the present site of
a fueling station at Main and 17th . With
gravity flow pumps, a garage, and a curb
service restaurant, the Lighthouse provided
complete service in 1923. Eventually Mike’s
son, Ed, assumed stewardship of the
business until it was handed down to his
son, Charlie, in 1965. Even at the age of 88,
Charlie could still be found working hard
in the office. You’ll also find many other
Brennans and their relatives keeping things
going at Brennan Oil. Charlie’s children
Judy (retired), Dennis (retired), Kelly, Kevin,
Charles, Kegan, and grandsons Jason and
Kolten are part of the operation providing
service to the Four Corners area. Five
generations after MJ Brennan opened his
doors, Brennan Oil is proud to be keeping
with the pioneer spirit and provide a
friendly, family valued service.

Brennan Oil Inc
26273 US Highway 160
Durango, CO 81301
970-247-3085
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Support the Museum


BY NANCY HENRY

ow can you support the
Animas Museum and the
La Plata County Historical
Society in our 50th
Anniversary year?

H

• B
 ecome a member, entitling you or
your family to unlimited Museum
admission, access to our online
collections database of thousands of
photos, archives and artifacts, and our
quarterly newsletter, Artifacts, featuring
informative articles on local history and
upcoming Museum events.
• M
 ake a donation to support operations
and events of the Animas Museum.
• S
 upport the Museum through a business
sponsorship. Contact the Museum for
information if your business would like
to become a sponsor.
Your support will express your
commitment to preserving the history
of La Plata County for present and
future generations, enable the continued
operation of the Animas Museum as a

24
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This card was issued to the LPCHS’ first member, Art Wyatt in
1974. Today’s membership card may look different, but it still
shows your support for the mission of the Society, to keep LPC
history and culture alive for present and future generations.
photo credit: From the Animas Museum’s Collection 87.09.402

private, non-profit organization and expand
the Museum’s virtual operations.
Take advantage of this opportunity
to learn about the people and events
of the past that continue to shape our
community today. n
Nancy Henry is a retired librarian,
a member of the LPCHS Board of
Directors and an Animas Museum
volunteer.

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society

FRIENDS OF THE ANIMAS MUSEUM
Michael and Barb Bell
Les Goldman
The Bowra Family
Cheryl Bryant
David Buchanan thanking LPCHS
Carl & Teri Craig
Donell and Dave Deane
Charles DiFerdinando
Robert and Gail Downs
Patt Yeager Emmett
Jeremy Foote & Lisa Benski
Kathy and Gary Gibson
Mary Jane Hood
Edward & Susan Horvat
Sandy Jones
The Hilton Family
The Kiene Families
Clark and Caroline Kinser
Nancy and Derrill Macho

Robert McDaniel
Kathy McKenzie
Michael Murphy
NeoDelphian Club of Durango
Megan Reid
Sheri Rochford Figgs
Diane Skinner
Kathy Szelag
Janet & Chuck Williams
In memory of Dennis Young

w w w.ANIMASMUSEUM. org

