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We celebrate the Community Her-
itage Awards at the Bar D on May 27.

It will be the first chance of
the season to enjoy the
fare at the Bar D (and
listen to the Bar D
Wranglers). Bring
some extra cash, just
in case there are des-

perados lurking in the
pines. There will also be a

pie auction, so prepare for spirited
bidding on delicious treats.

On June 11 join us for a tour of the
Old Fort Lewis. Local historian Duane
Smith will help us celebrate Fort
Lewis’ Centennial as we explore the re-
mains of the historic military post and
then campus. Meet at the site on
Highway 140, south of Hesperus, at
10 a.m. Wear a hat, and bring sun-
screen and water! Call the museum at
259-2402 for details.

Take a break from the summer heat
in July as we “haul out the holly” on

July 16. We will celebrate
Christmas in July! Dip a
candle, sample holiday
treats from the cul-
tural groups that set-
tled La Plata County,
and learn about Christ-

mas traditions from the
past. Children can make an

ornament to take home. From 10 a.m.
to 4 p.m. at the Animas Museum,
3065 W. 2nd Ave.

On August 11 at 7 p.m. join us at
the museum as Peggy Bergan gives a
free presentation about the arbor-
glyphs (literally: tree writings) found
in our area. From the late 1800s to the
early 1950s, area sheepherders would
carve into the delicate aspen bark. The
folk art/historic record that remains is
endangered due to the life-span of the
trees and the threat of blow-downs
and fire. Peggy’s documentation of
these carvings and the presentation she
created is sure to be fascinating. 

Celebrate Animas City Day on Sep-
tember 10. Activities will be centered
at the museum, but explore the area of
Animas City. Now known as north
Durango, the area was originally Ani-
mas City. Founded in 1876, Animas
City pre-dated Durango. We will cele-
brate that history with a variety of fam-

ily activities. That same day, we will
host the Animas City School Reunion.
If you attended school in the building
that now houses the museum, be sure
to let us know your contact informa-
tion so we can keep you posted about
this special occasion.

We will help celebrate Durango
Cowboy Poetry Gathering on October 1
with a genuine chuck wagon breakfast
on the museum grounds.  Early risers
can come have coffee with Cookie
(Harry Baxstrom) as he begins cook-
ing at 5:30 (a.m.). We’ll
serve up a hearty cow-
boy style breakfast
for $10 a plate for
folks older than ten
and $5 for bucka-
roos younger than
ten. Breakfast will be
served from 7 to 9:30,
to give everyone time to
head downtown for the Cowboy
Gathering parade. 

Join us at the museum on October 8
as we participate in the 4th annual Du-
rango Heritage Celebration. From 1 to
3 p.m. we will offer demonstrations of
some of the Victorian Arts. Experts
will be sharing their talents at Victo-
rian hair work and ribbon work, as
well as Victorian beauty products.
Regular admission will be charged.

A reminder: Christmas will be on
December 25th this year. The Holiday
Craft Bazaar at the Animas Museum is
the best place in the county to do your
shopping. The bazaar
will be held on De-
cember 3, with many
artists and vendors
selling their wares.

It might appear
that our calendar is
full, but we are constantly
planning new entertaining and educa-
tional programs. Check www.animas-
museum.org for the very latest on La
Plata County Historical Society special
events.

And come see us any time we’re
open – summer hours (May-October)
are Monday-Saturday, 10 a.m. to 6
p.m., and winter hours (November-
April) are Tuesday-Saturday, 10 a.m.
to 4 p.m.
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If names are not correct, language will not
be in accordance with the truth of things.

– Confucius

Through the years that I have
overseen the production of this
publication, I have been un-

comfortable with its name, Historic Du-
rango – an honorable, but confusing
misnomer. I’ve made sure that our story
content reflected that we are the La
Plata County Historical Society, not the
Durango Historical Society. And yet, the
name on the cover has shaped percep-
tions.

To people who don’t live in Durango
– and I’m one – the name implied that
this publication was irrelevant.

Finally, in my last year of this volun-
teer task, we are righting that wrong. 

It is the same publication, a compila-
tion of stories about the people, places
and events of La Plata County. This year,
we’re looking at how architecture reflects
our culture, our experiences, our history.

But from the moment you pick it up,
you will know this publication is about the
entire county. A Hispanic dance hall in
Tiffany, an old school in Marvel, a stone
fire wall in Bayfield, the Southern Ute Cul-
tural Center – all of them are as much a

part of La Plata County history as Third
Avenue and the West Building. Even the
building that houses the Animas Museum
was in Animas City until 1948 when the
town was absorbed into Durango. 

The past year has been one of im-
mense change for the historical society.
We celebrated the legacy of our found-
ing director, Robert McDaniel, as he re-
tired. And we welcomed our new
director, Carolyn Bowra.

Changing the name of this publica-
tion to reflect who we really are – His-
tory La Plata – is just one of many
changes you’ll see in the coming year as
we embark on new programs and ex-
pand our presence throughout the
county. We are building on success and
branching out.

We’re not just preserving history,
we’re making it. So watch us grow and
change. Better yet, be part of the
change. Join us as an LPCHS member.
Volunteer. Attend our special events.
Visit the museum, often.

The “truth of things,” as Confucius
said, is that we are the keepers, the pur-
veyors, the advocates and the un-
abashedly enthusiastic students of local
history. We welcome everyone who
wants to learn and grow with us!

President’s Message
ELIZABETH A. GREEN

Employees:
Carolyn Bowra, LPCHS/Animas Museum director
Jan Postler, curator of collections
Regan Watjus, museum assistant

Board of Directors:
Elizabeth Green, president
Kathy Myrick, vice-president
Emily Ter Maat, secretary-treasurer
Jeanne Brako
George Hozier
Marilee Jantzer-White

Yvonne Lashmett
Kathy McKenzie
Bruce Spining
Jennifer Stollman
Duane Smith (emeritus)

Upcoming Events
Mark your calendars! We have events planned that you will want to attend. 

Animas Museum Staff,
from left to right: 
Regan Watjus, 

Jan Postler, 
Carolyn Bowra

About Us



Since its earliest residents centuries before Europeans
set foot on this landscape, architecture has reflected
the people, events and lifestyle of La Plata County.

In this issue of History La Plata, those walls will speak to
us, bringing to life the people who built them, and the aspi-
rations that shaped them.  

Architecture is classically defined as the art and science of
designing and erecting buildings or structures. When one
thinks of architecture, classic buildings come to mind:  the
great cathedrals of Europe, the White House, China’s Great
Wall or the Eiffel tower. 

But architecture does not have to be grand. It is where
people live, work, worship and play. Architecture defines the
use of a structure, and the purpose of a structure defines its
architecture. 

Architecture is a balance between needs and means. We
can see this right here in La Plata County. Structures both
grand and humble help to tell our story, just as the pyramids
tell the story of ancient Egypt. And like the growth of mod-
ern buildings around the pyramids, architecture in La Plata

County has evolved and changed with the passage of time.
Different building materials inspire new forms. Sometimes
the purpose of a building changes, so the structure changes
to meet the need. 

Fortunately, residents in our area value historic preserva-
tion, so those changes are done with care and consideration.
Efforts are made to preserve examples of past architecture
and protect the appearance of neighborhoods. May is Ar-
chaeology and Historic Preservation Month in Colorado.
This year’s theme is Participate in Preservation, and what bet-
ter way to participate than to learn more about La Plata
County’s rich architectural heritage? 

From the traditions of Tiffany to the hardy settlers on the
Dryside buildings tell the stories of the people. On The
Boulevard (Durango’s 3rd Avenue) very different styles of
buildings happily co-exist. They tell a story. New buildings
are telling new stories, as well as honoring the past. 

“If walls could talk” is an old saying, but walls DO talk.
We just need to listen.
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From the Director
CAROLYN BOWRA

Membership Has 
Its Privleges

While it may take a village to raise
a child, it also takes a village to pre-
serve its past. In fact, it takes more
than a village. It takes a county, a
state and a nation. It takes all of us.

Ask a history professional or a mu-
seum staff member why they do what
they do – the answer is often a ver-
sion of “we need to know where we
have been to know where we are
going.” That knowledge is priceless
and it benefits us all. 

We ask for your help in preserv-
ing the past in La Plata County, for
it is a past that shapes our future.
Whether you are a new transplant or
a pioneer descendent it is our story.
Help us tell that story by joining the
La Plata County Historical Society. 

Your membership dues support
the Animas Museum (we pay utility
bills too) and help provide the enter-
taining and educational program-
ming that we offer, usually at no
charge to the public. If you are al-
ready a member, please consider up-
grading your membership. 

Our budget is tight, but our desire
to tell the story of La Plata County is
boundless. 

We also invite you to volunteer.
Whether you volunteer on a long-
term basis or for the occasional proj-
ect, we need your help to fulfill our
mission to keep La Plata County his-
tory and culture alive for present and
future generations. 

Use the form at left to join the his-
torical society and call the museum at
259-2402 for more information
about volunteering. You may also
join online by visiting our website at
www.animasmuseum.org.On the Cover: The Hermosa House at Trimble Hot Springs was constructed in 1896 after a fire destroyed the original hotel in 1892. The new hotel

boasted forty rooms, beautifully furnished and electrically lit. With a reading room, verandas, and a lovely dining room, the resort was the place to relax
and enjoy the hot springs. The property became a popular place for swimming, picnicking and other social outings. When the Hermosa House burned in
1931, over 70,000 bricks were salvaged and used in the construction of a new hotel.



Buildings stand as testimony to
who we were, how we have
lived and who we are today. La

Plata County’s architectural legacy is as
varied as its people. Ranging from the
semi-subterranean pithouses of the Bas-
ketmaker period to the above ground
Ancestral Puebloan farmsteads and
communities, the earliest homebuilding
thrived in the region beginning as early
as 700 BC. These first settlers relied on
the readily available stones and timber,
which they cemented with clay made
from the earth. 

Other early local residents, the Utes,
were well established in western Col-
orado by the time the Spanish explorers
ventured through in the late 1700s.
Historic Ute culture was based on hunt-
ing and gathering, with a seasonally-in-
fluenced lifestyle that included travel up
to 400 miles between the mountains
and low-lying canyons. The Utes took
shelter in wickiups, which were wood
structures made from tree limbs or
trunks. They were usually conical and
covered with shrub materials.  

Americans and Europeans are rela-
tive newcomers to La Plata County, be-
ginning in 1874 with the first miners in
La Plata Canyon and farmers in the
Animas Valley. With no intentions of
permanence, the prospectors hurriedly
felled trees and built log cabins with
canvas roofs to shelter them in the rare,
exhausted moments when the fortune
hunter rested from his labors. The
farmers may have taken a little more
time to build their first cabin, a re-
quired improvement for any settler who
filed for free land under the Homestead

Act. Some of the early log cabins
boasted squared hewn timbers with
dovetail joints, and wood shingle roofs.
Successful farmers graduated to wood
frame houses after the first sawmills
fired up near La Plata Canyon in 1876
and in the Animas and Pine River val-
leys soon thereafter. Some of the old
original cabins still survive on land that
has been subdivided from the original
and much larger homesteads. 

Less affluent homesteaders, and pio-
neers located far from the railroad, con-
tinued to rely on the locally available

resources even after the Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad imported construction
materials to southwest Colorado. Alli-
son and Tiffany citizens created adobe
bricks to build homes, local churches
and community buildings. On the west
side of the county homesteaders took
advantage of the high clay content in
the soil to build picket houses. To form
the walls of the new house, locally gath-
ered juniper trunks and branches were
set vertically in trenches and coated
with mortar made from the local mud
that was called chico. 

Other thrifty settlers re-used materi-
als from abandoned buildings. The
most elegant examples of recycling are
the officers’ quarters that were removed
from Fort Lewis in about 1890 when
the army left the Fort. These homes still
provide gracious housing to the descen-
dents of the original settlers who had
the ingenuity to drag those nicely built
homes across gullies and over hills to
their lands.

The Denver and Rio Grande Rail-
road changed everything when it ar-
rived in 1881. Although Durango had
at least two brick companies and nu-
merous sawmills, it lacked the refined
architectural elements that could now

be easily transported from the east. The
onslaught of goods and money from
outside the area fueled demand for the
popular Victorian era architectural
styles, creating an explosion of delicate
trim work, fancy windows and detail
on homes. In the commercial areas,
many storefronts boasted large plate
glass windows and cast iron prefabri-
cated storefronts that came in on the
train. A little bit later, in the 1910s and
1920s, “kit” houses came to La Plata
County via the railroad. Sears, which
provided many of the kit houses, also of-
fered a block press that any entrepreneur
could use to create ornamental concrete
blocks that somewhat resembled cut
stone.  One look at the prolific orna-
mental block historic buildings in Bay-
field and Ignacio will tell you that
somebody made a pretty good living off
that concrete block press.  

The Great Depression of the 1930s
saw a number of attempts to build
something out of almost nothing, in-
cluding homes with walls made of old
ammunition cans and a number of
shelters constructed from salvaged and
scavenged building materials. Federal
depression-era programs brought many
substantial buildings to the county, in-
cluding the old Fort Lewis Library at
Hesperus, the former County Fair-
grounds grandstands and horse stalls,
and the Smiley Junior High School,
which is now a privately owned build-
ing. Smaller scale structures from the
depression-era programs include the
Lions Den and picnic shelter near Fort
Lewis College. 

Prosperity and the waves of tourists
after World War II produced a new ver-
sion of nostalgic rustic vacation homes,
complete with faked log siding. The
ultra modern A-frame soon followed in
the 1960s and 1970s. The gas and oil
boom of the 1950s spurred tract
homes, a new type of housing that was
spreading across America.

This quick summary is but a brief
introduction to our local architecture.
Every building has a story to tell. 

Jill Seyfarth is an archaeologist, histo-
rian and a twenty-plus year resident of
Animas City. 
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La Plata County’s Architectural Legacy
JILL SEYFARTH

Animas Museum Photo Archives

The Hafling House was home to the Hafling family who acquired farm land with the opening of the
‘Ute Strip’ in 1899. The house was constructed in 1920 from a 1918 Sears house kit that arrived on
the railroad at the Falfa station. Sears house kits were popular and shipped across the country
from 1908 to 1940. The house remained in the Hafling family into the 1950s. 

FORM AND STYLE ENTER THE PICTURE



What would you do if all the power, heat,
lights and water went away, leaving you
and your family in the cold and chilling

winds of La Plata County. What would you do? Where
would you go? What would you eat? Where would you
live? 

Luckily, most of us will not have to ponder these
questions, at least not routinely. Let’s imagine you
lived in the verdant valleys of the Animas, Pine,
Florida and La Plata drainages many thousands of
years ago before corn, beans and squash were domesti-
cated. The land was peppered with wild game, mostly
deer and rabbits. The winter months were harsh and
food perhaps scarce, but spring, summer and fall were
bountiful. Nuts, berries, grains and tubers flourished.
The population was small and highly mobile. Like
turtles, people carried their homes on their backs, fol-
lowing game as they migrated. A keen knowledge of
plant resources kept them always on the move. There
was little incentive to settle year-round or to construct
permanent architecture. 

Around 2,000 years ago, kernels of corn and squash
seeds were traded along with the knowledge to sustain
crops. Planting, tending, harvesting and storing became
central concerns to population survival. These earliest
farmers were the humble beginnings of the Southwest-
ern Puebloan tribes. A proclivity for producing textiles,
including baskets, inspired early amateur archaeologists
to name these first farmers Basketmakers. 

The transient lifestyle of the previous period was sup-
planted by permanent habitation, first in sheltered sites
in Hidden Valley near Durango. The shelters face east
and south, perfect to welcome the first rays of the
morning and warm the protected alcoves. Sandstone
rock faces served as ready-made palettes for pecked and
painted animistic and humanistic imagery. Here, domi-
ciles were built on terraced slopes. Foundations of logs
were laid in trenches in a circular fashion. A second
layer of logs was laid in cribbed fashion. The cribbing
continued upwards to form a dome-like structure with
a central heating source and multiple cists. 

The resident population grew in part because diet
lengthened child-bearing years. Soon the population out-
grew the sheltered environments. They spread down the
slopes of the valleys but retained their idea of terraced
slopes and cribbed structures, at least at higher elevation.
At lower elevation, the architecture was adjusted to in-
clude shallow pit structures. Further down the Pine and
Piedra valleys a novel house type included surface or very
shallowly excavated structures surrounded by cobble
rings. The rings' purpose has not been determined.

At approximately A.D. 500, the area that is now La
Plata County witnessed a residential decline, which
lasted about 250 years. Around A.D. 750, the Pueblo
I people returned to the valleys once the home of the
Basketmaker II. During the interim period separating
the two cultures, beans were added to the triage. Simi-
lar to today’s crock pots, ceramic containers were more
effective for slowly boiling beans than the boil-in-bag
technique of the Basketmakers. 

The Pueblo I population proliferated across South-
western Colorado. Their sites are found throughout La
Plata and adjacent counties to the east and west but in
different environments than the Basketmakers. Archi-
tecture had a more permanent feeling, with deep pit-
houses roofed in a similar technique to the
Basketmakers, except the Pueblo I roofs were even with
the ground. Pithouse construction required immense
labor to dig, especially with sharpened sticks, stone and
bone hoes, and baskets to cart the dirt to the surface.
The fruits of their labor were felt in the warmth and
dryness of their sunken earthen homes. Ephemeral ra-
madas, storage, and mealing rooms formed an arc
around the central pithouse. Valley bottoms were used
to grow crops while villages were positioned above the
valleys on terraces, slopes, ridge and mesa tops to take
advantage of wind- and water-deposited soils. 

Archaeologists excavating in Ridges Basin and Blue
Mesa near Durango uncovered vestiges of stockades
that surrounded the villages. Who were they keeping
out or what were they keeping in? Notable Pueblo I
village locations include the west side of the Pine from
Bayfield to the confluence with the San Juan. Ridges
Basin, Blue Mesa, Bodo Park, College Heights, Horse

Gulch, Spring Creek Mesa, and Crestview in and near
Durango were the most popular locations during this
period, as were the ridges and terraces off the La Plata
River, especially the west side, from Hesperus through
Red Mesa and Long Hollow to its confluence with the
San Juan near Farmington. 

Many of the villages show signs of burning, either
intentional upon leaving or, in some cases, a result of
strife, human- or nature-induced. Nonetheless, by
about A.D. 850, this part of Southwest Colorado wit-
nessed a period of severe population decline. The mas-
sive architecture of Chimney Rock and Mesa Verde is
not found in La Plata County. Subsequent Ute and
Navajo settlement saw a return to the transitory nature
of the pre-Basketmaker peoples. Temporary houses
made of sticks and brush known as wickiups once
again dotted the landscape.

Mona Charles, an archaeologist in Southwest Col-
orado over two decades, is best known for her work at the
Darkmold Site and Falls Creek Rockshelters, Basket-
maker II sites near Durango. She taught the Fort Lewis
College archaeological field school at Darkmold for 10
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Earliest Architecture Closely Linked With Lifestyle
MONA CHARLES

USING WHAT IS AVAILABLE

Photo courtesy Mona Charles

Field school director, Mona Charles, explains the complexity of multiple intersecting storage cists at the Darkmold site, a Basketmaker II
site near Durango. 



Few walls remain to tell us the stories of
homesteaders who began claiming land in La
Plata County in the 1870s. Yet for more than

six decades, their homes reflected the hopes and
dreams of many newcomers to this region. 

Their expectations were simple, their resources few.
The government required them to build a 12-by-14
dwelling – without stipulating feet or inches – and most
started with just that. These would-be farmers and
ranchers also had to work the land and reside there full-
time for five years, with little or no outside income.

Much of their energy, and whatever money they had,
went into raising livestock and planting, tending and
harvesting crops. Resourcefulness and community
support became key for these pioneers. If faced with a
choice, tools took precedence over windows or doors.
Those who settled in forested areas built log cabins.
Those with scrawny trees and brush improvised. In
western La Plata County, they used the clay soil to make
mortar for covering small juniper branches or mix with
straw to form sun-baked adobe bricks. Some stayed in
tents while they built their homes and worked the land,
even through the bitter cold of winter. 

Carmen Huffman Miller described the building of
her family’s Redmesa home in the 1920s.

“[My father] dug a basement using a Fresno (a
hand held scoop that is pulled by a horse) and
used the dirt to mix with straw to make the adobe
bricks. He built the foundation out of large rocks
and mud, because cement was hard to get. It was a
nice, warm, tight house.”

One family in Hay Gulch was less fortunate. John

Fulcher built his adobe house in the winter, and the
following spring the mud bricks thawed and collapsed.

When building materials were scarce or too costly,
some families resorted to using cardboard for interior
walls. Boxes could be scavenged from area businesses,
and wallpaper or fabric was sometimes used to dress
up the walls. One family spent only $25 to build their
house – the cost of nails.

Many homesteaders failed to prove up their claims,
leaving behind a simple cabin for the next settlers, like
Clarence and Hattie Byrd. In the early 1920s, they
started out in a simple, one-room cabin on the Dry-
side, sharing it with the critters that had earlier moved
in. 

“During the night we kept feeling something
bumping the mattres [sic] from beneath and
Clarence figured it was a packrat so he got his
rifle. He would raise the mattress at one end and
the rat would run to the other end where I was.
He finally shot the rat there in the springs.”

The Byrds later erected a kit house, using precut
lumber and materials shipped from Iowa. It was, Hat-
tie Byrd recalled, “one of the best in the country.” But
it would not survive. As they picnicked nearby one
day in 1937, they spied smoke. Despite the help of
neighbors and Civilian Conservation Corps workers,
the house was destroyed. It was the last straw for the
family. They returned to Missouri.

When James Frazier homesteaded on Bondad Mesa
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When Charles A. DiFerdinando supervised
the move of the Joy Cabin from Brook-
side Park to the Animas Museum in the

fall of 1988, he never dreamed that he would spend
the next 10 years working almost single-handedly to
restore it from its derelict condition. It was a labor of
love. Charlie, as he is fondly known in the commu-
nity, did it the old-fashioned way, using hand tools
similar to those used originally: felling ax, broadax,
adze, drawknife, hand saw, hand planes, square,
plumb bob, string and chalk. He painstakingly took
the cabin apart, piece by piece, carefully marking each
log so that he could reassemble it accurately. 

Logs with rot on the ends were repaired, and, when
necessary, replacement logs were hewn from local
ponderosa pines, as were the original logs. DiFerdi-
nando studied marks on the logs and researched ma-
terials and procedures of the period to determine the
methods used to hew the logs, imitating the original
builder’s technique. Although a modern, impermeable
membrane was used under the boards on the plank
roof to protect the structure long-term, visible materi-
als are accurate to the period. Badly deteriorating win-
dows and doors were either restored or reconstructed.
An extra doorway for a former addition was restored
to its original function as a window. The original floor
was saved but covered with a new floor due to burn
holes and water damage. A foundation was added to
protect new sill logs.

THE CABIN STORY
The Joy Cabin gained its traditional name from

Charles B. Joy, a New England blacksmith described
as a “town character” in Pioneers of the San Juan Coun-
try. Although young Animas City lawyer Charles Pike
successfully defended “Old Man Joy” from an accusa-
tion of theft, later Joy was said to have concluded a
story he was telling with the words “before I stole the
calf.”

Although traditional stories claimed that Joy built
the cabin, research conducted in county records by
Robert McDaniel, former museum director, found no
documentation that Joy ever owned the property. Joy
occupied a homestead on the western boundary of
Animas City in late 1876. In Pioneers of the San Juan
Country, a map of structures in Animas City from
1876 to 1880 drawn by Andy Chitwood identifies the
cabin as “Joy’s Blacksmith Shop.” Joy may have oper-
ated his blacksmith shop on Main Street in Animas
City with the cabin as part of the business.

A combination of records and traditional stories
shows a succession of owners, notably blacksmith
Charles Naegelin prior to his move to Durango in
1881, and the William B. & Adeline Sisley family,
who rented the cabin in 1900-01 while he was living
and working in a logging camp so that the children
could attend the Animas City School. Augusta C.

USING WHAT IS AVAILABLE

Architectural Traditions of Homesteaders:
From Log Cabins to Chico Construction

ELIZABETH A. GREEN

In an undated photo, this
board and batten home

with a plank roof boasts a
window and a sheltered

spot for doing laundry. The
identities of the women

are unknown.

Ed Mead Collection, Animas Museum Photo Archives

The Joy Cabin:
a Labor of Love

JAN POSTLER

Please turn to page 22k
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Wilkerson was the longest-standing
owner/inhabitant with her family, from
1902 to 1946. Her daughter, Vera
Wilkerson Carman, was married there,
and granddaughter Martha Carman
Simpson recalls the sweet well water at
her grandmother’s cabin. The cabin sat
on the northeast corner of what is now
Main Avenue and 31st Street from the
1870s until it was moved to Brookside
Park in 1958. The Four Corners Mu-
seum Association operated the Joy cabin
as a museum adjacent to the Durango
Chamber of Commerce, until the Asso-
ciation disbanded in 1979.

THE CABIN AS ARCHITECTURE
As an expedient method of construc-

tion, the log cabin is a symbol of Ameri-
can pioneer settlement. Made from
locally available trees, cabins were often
the start of new lives and communities
in the mountains, on the plains, on
homesteads and in mining camps. Ac-
cording to DiFerdinando, the signifi-
cance of the Joy Cabin – and most of
the log cabins built in Animas City – is
that they were made of hewn logs.
Hand-hewn cabins took more skill and
time to build than round-log structures,
perhaps indicating that the builders
planned to use them for a long time.
Hewn logs also reflected the style of

construction common in the settler’s
previous region.

THE CABIN AS ARTIFACT
Today the Joy Cabin is the oldest in-

tact residence in Durango and the only
early Animas City home not altered by
extensive remodeling. In his stabiliza-
tion and restoration of the cabin, Char-
lie DiFerdinando preserved as much
authenticity and original material as
possible. Although historic structures
ideally should remain within the con-
text of their original locations, the Joy
Cabin would not have survived on
Main Avenue or even in its relocated
home in Brookside Park. As an artifact
in the Animas Museum’s Permanent
Collection, the cabin was restored and is
cared for following historic preservation
guidelines. It has returned as close as
possible to its original home, where it
will remain to carry the story of Animas
City into the future.

Jan Postler has managed the artifact and
archive collections at the Animas Museum
for fifteen years. Trained in collections
management at the Smithsonian Institu-
tion, she has served museums in Tennessee,
Montana and Colorado for 37 years.

Animas Museum Photo Archives

In this photo from the 1990s, Charles DiFerdinando uses an adze to hew logs for the Joy Cabin. The
restoration of the cabin used original logs as much as possible. Using traditional hand tools such as
the adze, broadax and handsaw provided a historic appearance for the newer replacement logs. 
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The first Fort Lewis military post was estab-
lished on the San Juan River in 1878, just
north of the mineral springs of Pagosa

Springs. It was named for Lieutenant Colonel William
H. Lewis, who died while fighting the Cheyenne in
Kansas. An army report from 1867 recommended that
a fort be established in Southwest Colorado and sug-
gested that it be on the Rio de Las Animas instead of
the San Juan River. However, as more settlers quickly
moved into the San Juan region of Colorado, the army
decided in 1878 to send troops to the San Juan River
area and set up a post near Pagosa Springs. As the
1867 report had noted, the post was too far from the
region’s largest population in the Animas Valley, and
was too isolated, especially in winter. In 1880, the post
moved to the banks of the La Plata River near Hespe-
rus. The new site gave the Army a perfect vantage
point to keep a watchful eye over the Utes and Nava-
jos, in protection of white miners and settlers. The
original boundary of the military reservation was ap-
proximately 40,000 acres and reached as far east as
Lightner Creek, slightly west of the just forming town
of Durango.

The architecture of military forts in the United
States has evolved from colonial times until the pres-
ent. As settlers moved west, the military encountered
varied geography, climate, and hostilities. Willard
Robinson states in his book American Forts, “Among
the most challenging problems encountered by mili-
tary engineers was the development of works appropri-
ate for the nature of the hostilities of the Indian tribes
in the various areas and the adaptation of the form of

their architecture to the climate and materials of each
particular region. There was no type of fortification,
system of building, or style of architecture that was
universally adaptable to the diverse conditions encoun-
tered. Only time and experience could reveal the best
solutions to local problems.”

Very basic information is known about the architec-
ture of the original post at Pagosa Springs, but it is de-
picted in a drawing as having buildings made of logs
rather than milled lumber. However, historian Duane
Smith notes that the troops constructed frame build-
ings and purchased lumber from local markets. Re-
gardless, the architecture of the post was modest. 

Many forts on the frontier were meant to be tempo-
rary posts. The line of defense against hostile Indians
was constantly changing and progressing westward as
the frontier developed and more settlers pushed farther
into the wilderness. This may have been the case with
Pagosa Springs. Also, a fort constructed of material
like logs reflected primitive conditions and an unstable
and precarious environment. Military posts, such as
Fort Lewis as constructed along the La Plata River, re-
flected a more permanent presence. The architecture
and form of the buildings symbolized a more civilizing
influence and helped to calm the fears of settlers who
were fearful of the “savages” around them. The fort
had a sawmill, produced its own milled lumber and
constructed buildings with architecture that reflected
the more civilized eastern United States.

One important aspect of both the Pagosa and Hes-
perus sites was that the buildings were constructed in
an orderly fashion around a broad, rectangular parade

ground. Also, the active defenses of the forts were sim-
plified and the layout became an open complex of
buildings with no fortification walls or bastions. This
came from the realization that the Indians of the west
did not generally besiege a fort, but preferred to fight
small, isolated parties. As Robinson noted, “the ap-
pearance of buildings in distinct architectural styles
symbolized the civilizing of other regions. On the
frontier, energy was devoted to a more opulent archi-
tecture whenever pressures for active defense lessened.”
This decreased pressure for active defenses was espe-
cially true of Fort Lewis, as the troops at the fort had a
very routine existence and never responded to any
major conflict.  This lack of any major threat led to
the closing of Fort Lewis in 1891. The fears of the new
settlers were unfounded, but the impact of a “civilized”
and permanent fort was important to the development
and economy of Southwest Colorado.

Nik Kendziorski is Archives Manager at the Center of
Southwest Studies, Fort Lewis College. 

Civilizing Architecture:
The Influence of Fort Lewis

NIK KENDZIORSKI

To Learn More
Visit the Center of Southwest Studies at Fort

Lewis College to view a new major exhibit honor-
ing the remarkable heritage of the college. “Fron-
tier Blues” focuses on distinct chapters of Fort
Lewis history: the military fort period (1878-
1891); the Fort Lewis Indian School (1891-1911);
and Fort Lewis A&M (1911-1956). Read Ameri-
can Forts: Architectural Form and Function, by
Willard B. Robinson, and A Time for Peace: Fort
Lewis, Colorado, 1878-1891, by Duane A. Smith. 

The newly built hospital at Fort Lewis
reflected the “civilized” architectural
style from the eastern United States.
The hospital was constructed in 1885-
1886 and added to a sense of perma-
nence at the post.

Courtesy of the Special Collections and University Archives at the University of Oregon | Frazier A. Boutelle Collection
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“How often have you heard that cry,
reader, and felt that there is no sound
within the capability of human utter-
ance so pregnant with startling emo-
tion, and suppressed dismay, as ‘fire’.”

– Hutching’s California Magazine, 
August 1857

Fear of fire consumed towns
across the West in the late 19th

and early 20th centuries. Fire
constituted a powerful and very real
threat for early settlers and communities
in the region. Several factors made
towns particularly vulnerable to fires.
The predominant use of wood and can-
vas in early building construction cre-
ated a “tinder box” situation. People
were so eager to settle and find riches in
the West that towns sprang up and pop-
ulations increased quickly, leading to
hastily constructed buildings prior to
the time of fire codes and ordinances. In
addition, wind, a dry atmosphere and a
scarcity of water created the conditions
for a small fire to wreak havoc. Finally,
the lack of paid fire departments and
sufficient equipment rendered fire-fight-
ing difficult against the odds.

The “big fire” of 1889 brought fears
to life when it burned about seven busi-
ness and residential blocks of Durango
and destroyed half a million dollars’
worth of property, the majority of
which was uninsured. The courthouse,
city hall, three churches, and dozens of
businesses and homes lay in ruins. The
fire demonstrated what a powerful
player wind could be, as the fire origi-
nated on Main Avenue and was pushed
all the way over to the Boulevard, or
current East 3rd Avenue. The headlines
read “Durango Wiped Out,” and citi-
zens experienced a huge setback in a
time of substantial growth.

Indeed, fear of fires was prevalent in
the newspapers of the day. Detailed ac-
counts, the abundance of fire insurance
advertisements, and the regular carrying
of fire stories from New York City to
Alaska to Sacramento reveal unrest
about the imminent danger. Citizens
praised their volunteer firemen as heroic
and seemed constantly at the ready to
escape the fire menace. In fact an im-
pressive fire wall meant to prevent the
spread of fire through the town can still
be viewed in downtown Bayfield.

On November 11, 1917, a fire
started in the Commercial Hotel in

Ignacio and destroyed the building
along with the Aspaas store next door.
The Ignacio Chieftain called the two
buildings “the largest and best” in town.
Other businesses, including the Chief-
tain building, sustained damages. Hans
Aspaas, owner of the hotel and store,
lost $38,000 in property damages; only
$17,000 was insured. The mercantile
business was rebuilt, the hotel was not.
But one of the most important conse-
quences of the Ignacio fire came four
years later, after a major garage fire in
Bayfield on New Year’s morning also
caused $30,000 worth of property loss.
The Town of Ignacio issued an ordi-
nance in May of 1920 requiring that
buildings located within the fire limits
(a precursor to zoning in cities across
the United States) had to be con-
structed of brick, stone, cement, adobe
or other fireproof materials. It also stip-
ulated certain thicknesses for walls and
imposed fines for non-compliance. The
ordinance was indicative of an overall
trend towards more practical and proac-
tive measures for preventing fires.

Trimble Hot Springs stands as a testa-

ment to the difficulties that fire has
brought to burgeoning communities and
business ventures in the West. Trimble’s
first hotel was built in 1882 and burned
just ten years later. The three-story brick
building that replaced it in 1896 was
called “Hermosa House” and, with the
bathhouse, saloon, billiard hall and dance
hall, represented a “highpoint in the
Spring’s history.” However, building with
brick did not necessarily make a structure
fireproof. Oftentimes, wooden additions,
penetrations such as holes in the brick,
and the amount of flammable materials
inside still made for susceptibility to fire.
After Hermosa House burned to the
ground in 1931, 70,000 bricks were sal-
vaged from the ruins and used to help
build the porches of a new hotel. Still, the
bathhouse burned in 1938 and, in 1957,
the main building burned once again.
After 25 years of quiet idleness, Trimble
Hot Springs were revived by Ruedi Bear
and Leith Lende, who reopened it to a
welcoming community in 1988.

La Plata County citizens have faced
enormous hardships from the fires that
have plagued their communities. Yet,

they have also demonstrated a great
spirit of resilience and optimism, as new
and hardier buildings consistently
sprang up where the fire fiend made its
way. Most of the brick business build-
ings that still stand on Main Avenue
today were constructed after the 1889
fire. On August 25, 1974, a fire de-
stroyed much of the west side of the 800
block of Main Avenue. Lester Gar-
denswartz and the Heritage for Tomor-
row Committee were instrumental in
constructing the Main Mall in its place
while keeping with a similar architec-
tural style. Indeed, then Durango Fire
Marshal Frank Shry once said that fire
in communities like Durango instigated
an early form of urban renewal.

The theme of endurance and
progress despite the fire fiend extends
beyond La Plata County to exemplify
an energy and fortitude that has be-
come a proven characteristic of the
West. From the Cripple Creek Dance
Hall fire in 1896 to the “stricken city”
of Sacramento in 1852, and from the
fourth serious fire to plague Helena,
Montana, in 1874 to the devastating
blow to San Francisco in the earthquake
and fire of 1906, towns across the West
have consistently lent each other help-
ing hands and committed themselves to
the greater spirit of endurance in the re-
gion.

This energy to preserve our architec-
tural and historical heritage is still obvi-
ous today. When a fire devastated the
1881 Durango & Silverton Narrow
Gauge Railroad Roundhouse on Febru-
ary 10, 1989, a tremendous commit-
ment by countless crew members and
others allowed for a new roundhouse to
open exactly one year later with more
maintenance stalls, a machine shop and
the new Railroad Museum, in addition
to the restoration of six D&SNGRR lo-
comotives. The spirit and dedication to
rebuild despite destructive and persist-
ent fires throughout La Plata County’s
history give credence to the endurance
of a county and the endurance of the
West.

Regan Watjus is the museum assistant at
the Animas Museum. She has a bachelor’s
degree in history from the University of
Oklahoma and enjoys exploring the fasci-
nating history of La Plata County and the
West.    
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The Fire Fiend and the Endurance of the West
REGAN WATJUS

To Learn More about the Impact of Fires
Check out Historic Fires of the West, by Ralph W. Andrews, in the Robert De-

laney Southwest Research Library at the Center of Southwest Studies.

Animas Museum Photo Archives

The “great fire” of 1889 originated on the southwest corner of Main Avenue’s 1000 block, formerly
called the “Ricker Block.” This photo from about 1892 shows the buildings that replaced those mostly
wooden buildings destroyed in the fire. These buildings still stand today. 



It sits on the edge of the street, a
hulking blue, silver and glass box
that hovers over the much more

ornate and, for the most part, the seem-
ingly smaller buildings of downtown
Durango. What’s up with this sky-
scraper at 835 East Second?

Love it or hate it, the West Building
makes quite a statement about Du-
rango history. The building was the
brain child of oil promoters and devel-
opers James and Ward West. They hired
Alamosa architect Joe Wilson to design
the most sophisticated building they
could conceive to attract the booming
petroleum companies that had swarmed
to the recent oil and gas discoveries in
the San Juan Basin. 

Their gamble succeeded. When the
West Building opened in June of 1959,
the major tenants included the Ten-
nessee Gas Transmission Company,
who occupied the entire second floor,
Amerada Petroleum Company and Sun
Oil on the third, and the Atlantic Re-
fining Company who filled the fourth
floor. Beneficial Finance, Union Oil
and Western Union shared the first
floor. The Wests were so confident in
the role of petroleum development in
Durango that the elevator was built
with stations for four more floors in an-
ticipation of a future addition. 

The building showcases the Interna-
tional Style, a ubiquitous design scheme
for almost all commercial buildings in
the big cities at the time. The style,
while resoundingly disliked by many
people, managed to overwhelm Ameri-

can cities after World War II and well
into the 1970s.  Architectural historians
say that American prosperity and
fevered optimism fueled the demand
for these glass tower monuments to
capitalism.  

The style evolved from a modernist
movement in Europe in the 1920s
when young designers such as Le Cor-
busier, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and
Walter Gropius created buildings based
on their ideals that science and new
technologies would produce a “mod-
ern” age of building designs using uni-
versally adopted principals. Their work
spread in Europe but was not much
known in the United States until the
Museum of Modern Art in New York
produced an exhibit in 1932 to show-
case what was going on in architecture
outside of the United States. 

The Museum’s exhibit illustrated
three basic stylistic aspects of the design
that was soon to be known as the Inter-
national Style. Two of the principals are
easy to interpret: design the exterior of
the building to provide balance and
regularity without symmetry, and don’t
add any ornamentation. These ap-
proaches were quite different from the
historically based styles that Americans
were used to. The third principal was to
emphasize the volume within the build-
ing by concentrating on the interior
space and enclosing it with a seemingly
thin exterior skin. This emphasis on
volume diverged from traditional de-
signs that stressed a sense of mass. It
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Durango Enters the Modern Age
JILL SEYFARTH

The 52-year-old
West Building
brought a new
design concept
to Durango dur-
ing the 1950s oil
boom.

Please turn to page 22k

Four Corners Magazine, 1968, published by Durango-Cortez Herald 



To understand past societies and groups,
we study their material remains. These
remains come in many forms and may

include remnants of buildings and roads, tools,
cemeteries, household and personal items, and
written documents. Together these elements pro-
vide information about the economy, society, and
religion and politics of the group. The architecture
of buildings is an important clue to learning about
the past because architecture is an artifact of a par-
ticular time and place. The common elements of
buildings such as spatial layout, size, and access;
construction techniques and materials; and deco-
ration and ornamentation provide information
about the past structure use.  

Prehistoric archaeologists combine these puzzle
pieces to infer the role of the buildings while his-
torical archaeologists combine the physical proper-
ties of objects and artifacts and their context with
historical documentation from records and oral ac-
counts. Together they can give us information to
help understand a structure that is part of the past. 

One building currently being studied is the for-
mer Abeyta property in Tiffany, reported to be a
Hispanic dance hall. Tiffany is a small settlement lo-
cated in the southeast corner of the county. The set-
tlement was originally a railroad siding called
Solidad that was established by the Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad in 1881. With the opening of the
neighboring Ute lands to non-Indians in 1899,
claims were filed on the land and the area was set-
tled. In 1909, the area was platted into a townsite
and renamed Tiffany. Hispanic migrants had filtered
into southern La Plata County as early as the 1870s
from the San Luis Valley and the Tierra Amarilla
area in New Mexico. Changes in land availability,
increasing populations in New Mexico, and labor
opportunities in Colorado stimulated migration,
and this increased with the establishment of the
Southern Ute Indian Agency in Ignacio in 1877 and
the construction of the railroad in 1880 and 1881.
Early residents of the Tiffany area were primarily of
European descent, but by the 1910s, Hispanos had
settled across the southern area of the County. By
the 1920s, the Abeyta dance hall was operating with
a Hispanic clientele. 

The dance hall is located along the main street
of Tiffany. The building is 1 ½ stories and con-
structed of adobe bricks covered by earthen
stucco. In many areas the plaster has deteriorated,
exposing the bricks and wood uprights that sup-
port the wall. There is a large front opening
flanked by windows on each side and the walls ap-

pear to be about a foot thick. Remnants of a sec-
ond story porch and door are visible on the rear.
The building has common elements of a Territo-
rial Adobe building including adobe construction,
a pitched gable roof, thick adobe walls, a stone
foundation, and earthen plaster. The physical
properties of the building tell us that the adobe
bricks were made of local materials by local labor.
The building style is very similar to structures
found in the San Luis Valley and Tierra Amarilla
areas, suggesting that the builders may have come
from that area.  

The combination of written and oral accounts
provides additional information about the dance
hall. Written accounts note that the Abeyta Dance
Hall was in operation prior to 1927 and the hall is
reported to have been a gathering place for local
Hispanos. The hall was used for social purposes
(dances and gatherings) and also as temporary
meeting quarters for Hispano Catholics until the
Iglesia de San Antonio (the Tiffany Catholic
Church) was completed in 1928. Oral accounts
indicate that this was a place frequented by local
Hispanos and not other area residents. 

Oral accounts from local Hispanos indicate
that the building was a labor hall in the past. Cur-
rent research is focused on possible associations of
the building, owners, and patrons to the Sociedad
Proteccion Mutua de Trabajadores Unidos (SP-
MDTU) an important Hispano secular fraternal

organization first established in the San Luis Val-
ley in 1900. The SPMDTU provided assistance to
impoverished Hispanos for medical and death
benefits. The SPMDTU lodges were established in
Colorado, New Mexico and Utah. The lodge at
Ignacio, established in 1912, was the first lodge es-
tablished outside of the San Luis Valley. Other
lodges established in the area were located in Du-
rango, Pagosa Springs, Pagosa Junction, Arboles,
McPhee and Rosa, N.M. Available information
indicates that several locations of SPMDTU
lodges in southern Colorado are unknown and
some information suggests that this building may
have been one of the unknown lodges. 

Although information has been collected about
the history of the Abeyta Dance Hall, this work is
still ongoing. The physical remains and written
and oral accounts provide intriguing clues about
the past use and role of this building in local His-
panic life. Learning more about this building will
help us to understand and appreciate our diverse
history. If only walls could talk – we could learn
more about the life, the music, and the laughter
that surely must have been present in this now
silent building.

Ruth E. Lambert is an anthropologist and the cul-
tural program director at the San Juan Mountains
Association in Durango.
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Abeyta Dance Hall:
Adobe Walls, 
Sweet Music, 

and Hispanic Life
RUTH E. LAMBERT

Photo courtesy of Ruth Lambert

The passage of time has taken a toll on the Abeyta Dance Hall, but in its heyday it was a gathering spot for local Hispanos. The
adobe structure was built about 1925 in Tiffany.
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The ephemeral nature of early schools in the
western part of La Plata County guaran-
teed that not many are still around. Be-

cause they were usually made of wood and heated
by stoves in areas with little or no water, some early
schools succumbed to fire. Those that didn’t were
taken over for other purposes when no longer
needed for schools.

Three early schools in what was then District 24,
the far southwest section of the county, were all built
in the early 1900s following the same plans: Picnic
Flat, Regnier and Mountain View. They were rectan-
gular structures with one school room and a coat
hall. One long side held a row of windows and the
other a blackboard wall. They were made of lumber,
painted white with green trim, with glass windows, a
gable roof, and metal hinges on a “store bought”
door, which had windows on each side of it. The
long side with windows faced east to let in the morn-
ing sun, which was thought to be conducive to learn-
ing and also served to warm the building in the
mornings and keep it cooler in the hot afternoons.

The school rooms were heated by wood stoves
with no circulation, and bathrooms were two out-
door outhouses, one for each sex, supplied with
Montgomery Ward catalogues for sanitary use.
There was no electricity. A flag pole stood outside
each school. That pole is still at the Picnic Flat site
along with the log cabin Teacherage.

The Regnier School on the corner of Hwy 140
and CR 136 was deliberately burned by a student
and not rebuilt. The Mountain View building on
CR 100 was moved when a more permanent struc-
ture was built of cinder block. Local legend has it
that the Picnic Flat building was illegally moved in
the dark of night to the Farmington area.

One early school that stood the test of time is the
Rockvale School in Hay Gulch. Built in 1907 of na-
tive stone quarried near the site, it was in use up
into the 1950s. It was restored in 2003 by private
owners who kept the outside as original as possible
while turning the inside into a vacation home.

The Cherry Creek area had several one-room
school buildings of interest. Cherry Creek and
Cherry Vale Schools can still be seen. The first, a
cinderblock structure, has been turned into a home
and added on to; the other, made of wood, was
moved to be used as a guest cottage on private prop-
erty. At the upper end of Cherry Creek stood the
Thompson Park School, built before 1900 and
closed in the 1950s. It was a wooden structure with
a bell tower, the epitome of what Americans nostal-
gically think a one-room school should look like – so
much so that its image was used by the Little House
on the Prairie TV series. Unfortunately, it succumbed
to a suspicious fire in the 1970s. 

As more and more of the small, one-room schools
burned or closed due to lack of students and the k
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One building currently being studied is the for-
mer Abeyta property in Tiffany, reported to be a
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port the wall. There is a large front opening
flanked by windows on each side and the walls ap-
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indicate that this was a place frequented by local
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benefits. The SPMDTU lodges were established in
Colorado, New Mexico and Utah. The lodge at
Ignacio, established in 1912, was the first lodge es-
tablished outside of the San Luis Valley. Other
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rango, Pagosa Springs, Pagosa Junction, Arboles,
McPhee and Rosa, N.M. Available information
indicates that several locations of SPMDTU
lodges in southern Colorado are unknown and
some information suggests that this building may
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Although information has been collected about
the history of the Abeyta Dance Hall, this work is
still ongoing. The physical remains and written
and oral accounts provide intriguing clues about
the past use and role of this building in local His-
panic life. Learning more about this building will
help us to understand and appreciate our diverse
history. If only walls could talk – we could learn
more about the life, the music, and the laughter
that surely must have been present in this now
silent building.

Ruth E. Lambert is an anthropologist and the cul-
tural program director at the San Juan Mountains
Association in Durango.
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The passage of time has taken a toll on the Abeyta Dance Hall, but in its heyday it was a gathering spot for local Hispanos. The
adobe structure was built about 1925 in Tiffany.

School Recollections
The stories of students who attended rural

schools in western La Plata County them are
preserved in a compilation of family histories
published in 1994 by the History Committee of
the Fort Lewis Mesa Reunion.

Here is a sampling of those stories. 

Marvel Schools
Clara Kennedy Macy started school in 1911,

attending the Sneider (Brunner) school a mile
east of Marvel. Like so many of the youngsters in
that area, she faced particular challenges in the
winter, when the snow “covered the fence posts.”
Snow even forced their Fourth of July picnic in-
doors that year. In 1914, she recalled, residents of
the area approved construction of a four-room
school at Marvel, which opened in 1915.

Two years later, a flu epidemic forced closure
of the school after only three months.

Bobby Williams recalled attending dances,
pie socials, school plays, spelling bees and other
events at the Marvel school in the 1930s. His
parents often provided the musical entertain-
ment. The year the school burned, 1932, was a
“dark time for everyone.” Classes were held in
the church, the parsonage, and the “little
school” building. Everett Isaacs attended class in
the pool hall that year.

By the mid-1930s, life again revolved around
the school. Helen Long noted that as many as
65 students attended Marvel High School, com-
ing from surrounding communities of Redmesa,
Dryside, Cherry Creek and Kline. “We had
many good time socials in the old Marvel
schoolhouse,” she recalled.

Picnic Flat School (1917-1947)
The first one-room school in Picnic Flat was
built in 1916, but succumbed to fire less than a
year later. It was replaced in the same location on
the Thierry homestead. George Mitchell, who at-
tended class in the rebuilt school, recalled many
“fun gatherings” there, including picnic dinners
and Saturday night dances. “The children would
sleep on the floor sometimes and it might even
last a day or two,” he recalled.

Louella Eldridge Noyes wrote that her mother
attended the school in 1916, and met her future
husband there. In 1931, Louella became a student
there, riding her horse three miles each day. The
following year the school was cut into pieces,
moved and reassembled on the Eldridge land. At-
tendance was always small, up to nine children, and
as families moved away from the area, the need for
a school went with them.  k

Early School Architecture 
in Western La Plata County

JEAN CAMPION

CULTURAL & ECONOMIC INFLUENCES



advent of bussing, larger,
more permanent structures
were built in the area’s towns.
The first, wooden Marvel
School burned in 1932. It was
rebuilt of stucco in 1933 on
the same site. Upstairs it had
2,304 square feet containing a
stage, coat room, and three
classrooms, each with a sepa-
rate outside entrance. The
1,152 sq. ft. basement held a
lunchroom and a coal furnace.
Coal was delivered into the
basement through a coal chute.
There was no electricity or run-
ning water. A hand-dug well
provided water, and there were
two outhouses as well as a barn
with stables for the horses that
students rode to school. Large
windows on all four sides and
in the basement provided light.

There was plenty of room for
a large playground and a baseball diamond in the
northeast corner. The roof was flat and leaked almost
from the beginning. The floor was made of rough-cut
2 x 12s on 12-inch centers with l x 6s laid diagonally
on top of that, then oak flooring. That floor has re-
cently been restored by the present owners. The build-
ing is now a private home, but the word Marvel above

a large “1933” over the door leaves no doubt as to its
original purpose.

Jean Campion has written two historical novels set in
Southwest Colorado. Both are available in the Animas
Museum store.
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Animas Museum Photo Archives

In this 1920s photo, Marvel schoolchildren take advantage of the large playground around the
school. The school also featured two outhouses and a barn to house the horses that children
rode to school. This building was destroyed by fire in 1932 and was rebuilt using stucco in
1933.  

CULTURAL & ECONOMIC INFLUENCES

Cherry Creek
Fay Peterson taught in the Cherry Creek School only

one semester in 1930. The school was five miles from her
homestead, a “cold, often damp, ride” on horseback.

“I wore a pair of bib overalls,” she recalled. “I
wouldn’t have thought of teaching in those clothes so I
would change into a dress in the teacher’s room. I got
over there one day and found I had left my key at
home. My four or five students were there so we just
opened the window and crawled in. You couldn’t un-
lock the door from the inside. But what should hap-
pen but that afternoon, the County Superintendent
arrived to visit the school. I went to the window, in-
vited them in, and we had our classes.”

Mountain View School
In the 1930s, Hattie and Clarence Byrd’s son

and daughter stayed with their mother in a small
cabin near the school. “The walls were just bare
board so we put up building paper inside. Hattie
Byrd recalled, “The children could walk to the
school but when it snowed, I took the horses to
school to get the children. On the weekends
Clarence would come with the sleigh and take us
home to the homestead.”

Rockvale School
Ray C. Brown and his family homesteaded in

Alkali Gulch in 1916. The following year, the flu
epidemic hit the school. Two boys died, “Philip
Wiltse and a boy named Scott.”



The history of 1020 and 1034
East Third Avenue is a love
story. It involves the love of

homes, family, friends and the railroad.
The beauty in this story is at 1020 E.
Third, the second house from the south
corner. It was originally designed to be a
recreational hall or club for the elite of
Third Avenue, which may explain why
this Queen Anne style home is asym-
metrical. The stone foundation was laid
but the building was not completed. A
house was built on the foundation in
1898 by Dr. Sedwick. The doctor’s
horses and buggy used to make house
calls, were kept in a barn next to the
alley at the rear of the house.

Old timers may remember a quiet
and thoughtful man named Louie
Smith (1891-1989). Not only did
Louie drive cattle down Third and
Fourth Avenues as a young man, he also
took care of Dr. Sedwick’s horses. 

The next major owner of this house
was James Richard Connor, who was
born in Wisconsin in 1886. His family
moved to the Animas Valley in 1889.
His dad, Richard, was station agent and
telegragher at the Hermosa Depot.
When Jim turned 16, he lied about his
age and become a fireman for the
D&RGW. He was followed by his
brothers, John and Steve.  

Jim met Emma (Dolly) Finney at the
Chama Hotel, which was a popular
place for railroaders to stay. Dolly owned
the hotel and worked hard waiting tables
and cooking. In 1921, a few years after
Dolly and Jim were married, they
bought the beauty in Durango. Dolly
decided to have a smaller home built on
their lot next door, to the north. Origi-
nally this lot had been used as a dump.
(Ocassionally a bottle or piece of china

can still be dug up in the backyard.) The
builder, Connor’s next door neighbor
P.W. Pittman, drew up the plans and
built the bungalow in 1923, using
shiplap siding.The Connors planned to
move into the bungalow but changed
their plans when Dolly realized there was
not enough room for all her massive fur-
niture. The bungalow was rented for a
number of years. There were a several
people interested in buying the house
but Dolly would always back out at the
last minute. 

In 1943 Merritt McKenzie came to
the table with an offer to buy the bun-
galow. Having heard of others’ failed at-
tempts, he came prepared. Maybe it
was the thirty-nine $100 bills laid out
in front of her that caused Dolly to fi-

nally sell the house. Alma and Merritt
McKenzie raised their three children
Jerry, Julie and Kathy, in the house. 

Dolly and Jim had two children,
Richard and Ted. After Dolly died in
1948, Jim continued working as an engi-
neer mainly between Durango and Sil-
verton. Jim’s railroading experiences are a
story in themselves, including when Jim
was the engineer in several movies, hit-
ting a slide north of Durango in which
his brother, John, was killed, and coming
down to Durango on a pop car from Sil-
verton wrapped in wet sheets because he
had a high fever. 

By the 1940s the upstairs of the
beauty had been remodeled into three
apartments. Margaret McKenzie (Mer-
ritt’s mother) rented one of these apart-

ments. In 1950 she and Jim were mar-
ried. It was wonderful having the two
families living next door to each other.
Many a holiday meal was eaten in the
Connor dining room and summer pic-
nics were shared in the McKenzie back-
yard. Jim died in 1969 and Margaret in
1978. 

When Jim died, Margaret McKenzie
inherited the beauty, and she passed it
on to Merritt. He and Alma owned it
until 1976 when they sold it to their
daughter, Kathy, and her husband,
George Liese. Children and parents
switched places with the grandparents.
Plus there was now a new grandchild,
Mandee, living in the big house. Scenes
were repeated with the next generations
having dinners in the dining room, pic-
nics next door, and grandparents enjoy-
ing their children and grandchildren.
And who would have guessed that
Mandee would become very close to
Louie Smith who lived up the street? 

An article about the beauty, with an
artist’s drawing of the house, appeared in
Esquire Magazine in 1992. Kathy and
George sold the beauty to Tex Scherer in
1993 after it had been owned by some-
one in the Connor family for 72 years.
The McKenzies sold the bungalow in
2003, having owned it for 60 years. 

The people may change in this story,
but the connection between the beauty
and the bungalow will not.

Kathy McKenzie, a Durango native,
graduated from Fort Lewis College and
taught 4th grade for 35 years. She is on
the La Plata County Historical Society
board and volunteers one day a week at
the Animas Museum.
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The Beauty and the Bungalow
KATHY MCKENZIE

Photo courtesy of Kathy McKenzie

Richard and Julia Connor (Jim’s parents, far left) and Dolly and Jim Connor (far right) in front of “the
beauty” in the 1920s. The Queen Anne style home at 1020 East 3rd Avenue has undergone many
changes since then. 

PAST, PRESENT & FUTURE



The wickiups are gone; the fire
pits are no more. But a star-
tling new building and the ar-

tifacts within aim to recapture lost
Southern Ute traditions, and not just
the architecture. The Southern Ute Cul-
tural Center and Museum looks at once
like an eagle in flight, a woman wrapped
in a shawl and a soaring teepee – all
icons of Ute culture. It’s chock full of vi-
sual tribal references, from eagle-shaped
doorknobs to room signs with a beading
motif to glass panels that reflect the sea-
sons.

Tribal leaders wanted the new mu-
seum and cultural center – on eight acres
at the Southern Ute Reservation head-
quarters in Ignacio, an ancient tribal
meeting place – to be a place for their
people to refresh their spirit, renew their
cultural heritage and concentrate on
tribal ways. They’re paying $38 million
for the 52,000-square-foot center, with
the help of private donations and grants. 

Architects Jones and Jones of Seattle
designed the building after lengthy con-
sultations with tribal elders. Much of the
museum refers not to the built environ-
ment, but the natural one. A small stream
meanders through the central courtyard
because Southern Ute elders remember
growing up with the sound of water
nearby. Aspens in front recall their once
plentiful forests. They covered part of the
roof with native plants because tribal
members wanted to be reminded of the
ground, even on the second floor. Sand-
stone and wood are major elements.

But just as almost no local historic
buildings remain from the Southern
Ute tribe, the natural materials once es-

sential to Ute life are also scarce. So the
magnificent ponderosa pines that form
the inspiring center of the Welcome
Gallery came from Montana. The enor-
mous “grandfather” stones that create
part of the foundation were found in
Ft. Collins. 

“The museum is a way of preserving
our culture. It’s a physical manifestation
of that,” said Edward Box III, cultural
coordinator for the museum and tribal
casino. “It’s like a voice for the tribe.”

The interior holds the tribe’s exten-
sive collection of artifacts as well as a li-
brary, separate lounges for elders and
teen-agers, classrooms and a “dirty”
room where youths can learn the an-
cient skills of tanning hides and dress-
ing an animal. The museum will offer
Ute language classes, sponsor story-
telling and oral history events, and
arrange cooking demonstrations.

The conical Welcome Gallery refers
not only to the Utes’ ancient shelter, but
also to the mystical belief in the Circle of
Life. All aspects of the building attempt
to reinforce the idea of the life cycle, in-
cluding spectacular panes of colored glass
in the ceiling representing seasons and
cardinal directions. They also invoke the
Utes’ relationship with the animal,
human, spirit and natural worlds.

“The community saw themselves in
[the design],” said Bruce Arnold, the ar-
chitects’ project manager. “The circular
space condenses … the continuity of Ute
existence. Things change, but Utes have
always been here and always will be.”

Pamela Hasterok is a freelance writer
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Evolution of Ignacio:
Modern Style Nods to Tradition

PAMELA HASTEROK

Photo Courtesy of the Southern Ute Cultural Center and Museum

The Southern Ute Cultural Center & Museum in Ignacio will have a grand opening celebration on

Saturday, May 21, and Sunday, May 22, 2011.

PAST, PRESENT & FUTURE



It may be the most visible, talked about, controver-
sial house in town. The turreted Day House, named
for its illustrious resident, David Frakes Day, is lo-

cated at the intersection of Third Avenue, Florida Road,
and 15th Street on a large lot overlooking the Animas
River with a stunning view of the La Plata Mountains.
What’s its history and what’s the controversy?

On April 30, 1881 E. O. and Abbie Tarrant pur-
chased lots 1-5 in block 122 of Fassbinder’s Addition
to Durango for $400. Four years later, the Tarrants
sold the property to C.M. Williams for $2,000. The
price jump suggests that the house was built during
this period. Williams sold the property to Isaac Kr-
uschke in January 1889 for $5,000.

Williams and Kruschke both came to Durango in
1880 and were prominent players in the town’s early
development. Typical of the entrepreneurs that Du-
rango needed in the 1880s, Williams was involved in a
lumber business, the electric light and power company,
an investment company, the construction of several
business blocks, and was vice president and manager of
the First National Bank. Kruschke, one of many distin-
guished Jewish merchants in Durango’s history, oper-
ated a downtown store for nearly 40 years.

In October 1892, David Day bought the property
from the Kruschkes. Day brought his family to Du-
rango that year from Ouray when a group of Democ-
rats raised money to attract the editor and his
newspaper, the Solid Muldoon. The newspaper had
gained national and even international recognition for
its witty, no-holds-barred journalistic style.

Born in Ohio in 1847, David Day ran away from
home and joined the Union army in January 1862 at
age 14. At the time, he was unable to sign his own
name. His Civil War exploits became the stuff of leg-
end, and years later he was awarded the Medal of
Honor for valor at Vicksburg. Perhaps just as impor-
tantly, he was taught to read and write.

After the war, Day married Victoria Sophia Folck in
1870, and they had five children who survived to
adulthood. The family moved to the new town of
Ouray, Colorado in 1878 where Day started the Solid
Muldoon. From that time onward, it seemed that the
family was rarely together all at the same time.

Victoria lived in Denver for several years in the
1880s so the children could attend good schools. Dur-
ing that time, Day acquired the Chipeta Ranch four
miles north of Ouray. Victoria hated moving there

from Denver, but in time it became home. After they
moved to Durango, it became a desirable retreat for
most of the family.

Victoria, clearly upset at being uprooted again to
move to Durango, later remembered, “How homesick
I was – I didn’t like to live in Durango, and I didn’t like
being cooped up in the Kruschke place, although there
was plenty of room in the house and the yard was
large. I said I wish this house would burn down or the
river would come up and wash it away [but] I finally did
like Durango and had many lovely friends here.”

Having sold the Solid Muldoon in 1892, Day started
the Durango Democrat in 1893 and was appointed agent
for the Southern Utes the same year. While Mr. Day was
alternately in Durango and Ignacio, Mrs. Day leased
Trimble Springs in 1906. One year earlier, the Days’
daughter and son-in-law, Vic Lenore and Thomas Tully,
had purchased the Day House property from her parents.

The Tully family owned the property for the next 36
years, although Vic Lenore passed away in 1930.
Thomas Tully was associated with both the Silverton
newspaper and the Durango Democrat. He later served as
secretary for U.S. Senator Charles Thomas, Clerk of the
Senate, Collector of Customs in Denver, and member of
the Colorado State Highway Commission. Tully finally

sold the property in 1941 to Wesley R. Rowland, a well-
known civil engineer and photographer.

The home’s picturesque turret, weather vane, and
expanded porch were added about 1920. Aside from a
few more recent, non-historic alterations, the house
has retained its architectural character. Unfortunately,
as it sat vacant for several years its condition deterio-
rated dramatically.

One of the city’s most important and highly visible
historic homes had become an eyesore. Residents and
local officials alike bemoaned the “demolition by neg-
lect.” 

When Mark Williamson purchased the property in
September 2010 and began the process of rehabilitat-
ing the house, he faced some daunting and unusual
problems. Besides foundation issues and a trashed in-
terior, Williamson discovered that the exterior siding
had been nailed directly to the framing – the house
had no sheathing!

Even stranger, the brick chimney running from the
basement through the roof curved through the upper
story. Interior walls had been built to help support it!
Because the home’s exterior fabric was so deteriorated,
most of it is being replaced. Also, two historic acces-
sory structures on the property were too poorly con-
structed and/or maintained to be re-used.

Future plans include a second residence facing 15th

Street, three townhomes overlooking the river and a
mixed commercial/residential complex near the rail-
road tracks. What would the Days, he buried in Den-
ver and she in Durango, think of the transformation?

Robert McDaniel, a fourth-generation native of south-
west Colorado, is descended from miners, farmers, cow-
boys and a water attorney.
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Historic Day House Rescued from Oblivion 
ROBERT MCDANIEL

Below: This circa 1890 photo, part of a larger image, shows the
home Mrs. Day wished would be taken by the river or fire.

At right: This photo, taken from Reservoir Hill in the 1920s, is
also part of a larger image of north Durango. The distinctive tur-

ret and large porch, added around 1920, are clearly visible.

� more than 50 years old
� associated with events that have made a       

significant contribution to history
� connected with persons of significant history

� have distinctive characteristics of a type,    
person and method of construction or artisan

� of geographic importance
� contain the possibility of important       

discoveries related to prehistory or history

How to Register a Property
Structures, sites, districts and other elements of historic importance may be added to the La Plata County

Historic Register if they are:

For information on eligibility and how to make a nomination to the county register, visit
http://www.co.laplata.co.us/faq/historic_preservation

Animas Museum Photo Archives
Animas Museum Photo Archives

PRESERVING SIGNIFICANT STRUCTURES



There’s a water tank on the La Plata County
Register of Historic Places. And like the
houses, public buildings and barns that peo-

ple expect to see on the list, this one has a story to tell.  
The Farmington Extension Railroad Water Tank 7

is located on private property, but is visible from
Highway 550 south of Bondad Hill, to the east. The
tank is deteriorating and in danger of collapse, but its
location and the cost of repairs make restoration diffi-
cult.  

This distinctive structure is one of the last physical
remains of the Farmington Extension. The standard
gauge line was built by the Denver and Rio Grande
Railroad in 1905, and the tank was likely constructed
at that time. In 1923 the line was converted to narrow
gauge. The tank itself is roughly 26 feet in diameter
and is thought to have had a capacity of approximately
50,000 gallons of water. This water was the key for
steam to power the locomotives. 

Agricultural products, livestock and other freight
was transported on the line, which came to be known
as “The Red Apple Flyer.” The historic register listing
tells us the tank was significant in the field of trans-
portation, representing a critical function in the opera-
tion of a railroad, and is the only remaining tank on
the route of the Farmington Branch. But it doesn’t tell
us of the events that old water tank witnessed. 

A feature article in a 1971 issue of the Durango
Herald recounts some of the stories. The water tank
was there when young Ed McDaniel was allowed to
ride in the cab of the work train, so he and his sister
Lena could attend a ball game near Aztec. The adven-

ture was so exciting he fondly told the story for years
afterward. Belle Wood, the oldest daughter of Henry
and Mary Wood, rode in the cab of the work train
under much different circumstances. When she suf-
fered a broken arm, the engineer on the work train
took the girl in the cab and backed up the track to
Riverside so Doctor Weston could set her arm and
properly care for it.

During construction of the Farmington Extension
the area was abuzz with workmen. Section crews along
the route used hand pump cars as they worked on the
tracks. It was a familiar sight to see two men on each
side, pumping the bars up and down, while the rest of
the crew sat with their feet hanging down, half facing
forward and the other half facing backward. 

Of course, the local young people were known to
borrow the pump car for social purposes. One Sunday
evening a group left the handcar at the Bondad station
and headed to the Elco post office, home of the Fra-
ziers. Mr. Frazier saw them coming and asked Mrs.
Frazier “Do we have enough of what it takes to make
ice-cream for the crowd?” He dug out a chunk of ice
from the ice house, wrapped it in a gunny sack and
pounded it into fine pieces. The boys took turns
churning the ice cream can in the wooden bucket of
salty ice water. When the treat was served to the hun-
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Tanks for the Memories
CAROLYN BOWRA

Photo courtesy of Jill Seyfarth

Deterioration of the Farmington Extension water tank is visible in
this contemporary photo, taken from a distance.  Restoration is
challenging due to the difficulty of accessing the tank, which is on
private property. The tank was added to the La Plata County His-
toric Register in July, 2010.

Please turn to page 23 k

PRESERVING SIGNIFICANT STRUCTURES

AAA Insurance & Travel

Allied Cash Advance

Andrews Financial Service, LLC

Art Supply House

Baskin-Robbins Ice Cream

City Market

Custom Framing

Durango Joe’s

Hydration Station

Kroeger’s Hardware

Mail Room & Copy Center

Oscar’s Cafe

Papa Murphy’s Pizza

Plaza Hair & Nail Salon

Rufe’s Paint Store

Town Plaza Coin Laundry

Wagon Wheel Liquors

The Town Plaza Merchant’s Association would like to recognize 
the Barker Family and the James Family for their 

contributions to the development of La Plata County
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The La Plata County Historical
Society will present the annual
Community Heritage Awards

on Friday, May 27 at the Bar D Chuck-
wagon. This year the Dave and Kay
James family (James Ranch) and the
Strater Hotel, owned and operated by the
Barker family will be honored for their
contributions to the heritage of La
Plata County. 

Once again, the Bar D will
roll out the welcome mat be-
fore they officially open for
the 2011 season. Doors will
open at 5:30, giving guests
time to enjoy a ride on the Bar
D train, visit with friends, tour the
shops, and scope out the pie auction of-
ferings. If last year’s auction is any indi-
cator, prepare for spirited bidding on
the best efforts of the county’s finest
bakers. We do want to issue a warning:
there is talk that desperados may be
lurking, eager to relieve folks of some of
their cash – all for a good cause, so
come prepared.

Dinner will be served promptly at
7:30 followed by the presentation of
awards, with emcee Beth Lamberson,
whose voice and laughter graced the
KSUT airwaves for 17 years. Then sit
back and enjoy a special performance
by the Bar D Wranglers.

Tickets are $40 each, or you may
wish to gather a group and pur-

chase a table. Center tables seat-
ing 12 are $480; outer tables
seating 10 are $400. 

Proceeds benefit the La
Plata County Historical Society
and the Animas Museum.  Indi-

vidual and table reservations for
this special evening may be made by

calling 970-259-2402 or on-line at
www.animasmuseum.org. Reservation
deadline is Tuesday, May 17.

Special thanks to our sponsors: Du-
rango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Rail-
road, First National Bank of Durango,
The Durango Herald, La Plata Electric
Association, Inc., and Southwest Col-
orado Federal Credit Union. 

Community Heritage Awards

�

Community
Heritage 
Award

Strength in numbers.
You can count on our team of CPAs for all of your accounting needs.

Alice Bakemeier
Ralph & Marilyn Barnhart
R. Michael & Barbara Bell
Sally & Vic Bellerue
James & Bernice Bowra
Colorado Land Title Company
Carl & Teri Craig
Dan's Lock & Key/Griego Vacuum
Durango Antique Market
Durango Heritage Celebration
Joyce Erickson
Sheri Rochford Figgs & Dan Figgs
Marchell Fletcher
Les Goldman
Beth & Allan Green
Hood Mortuary
George C. Hozier, Jr.
Rod & Ellen Ironside
Marilee Jantzer-White
Clark & Caroline Kinser
Fred Kroeger
Ruth E. Lambert
Yvonne Lashmett
Liquor World
Lisa Mackey Photography
Nancy & Derrill Macho, Macho Ranch

Robert McDaniel & Jill Seyfarth
Kathy C. McKenzie
Jerry B. McKenzie
Mrs. Camp's Town Ladies & Gents
Suzanne Murray
Kathy Myrick
Jeanne Parks
Carroll & Maxine Peterson
William & Annette Ramaley
Megan Reid
Marie Roessler
Ray & Carol Schmudde
Merl E. Short
Steve & Jane Short
Bruce Spining
Jennifer Stollman
Kathy Szelag
Ashleigh Ter Maat
Emily & John Ter Maat
Dr. Mark Ugai, DDS
Chelsea & Mat Wendland
Chuck & Janet Williams
Paula Wiseman
Dennis & Karen Young
Jerry & Karen Zink
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Can you make money on his-
tory?  Most business people
think (like Henry Ford) that

“history is bunk,” because they don’t see
any way to turn a buck on things that
are long gone. But in 1926 when Earl A.
Barker Sr. looked at the historic Strater
Hotel building, he didn’t see an old
structure that had fallen into disrepair.
He saw a solid business opportunity.
That opportunity depended on
restoring the historic character
of the property and leveraging
that quality as the primary
value of their business.

When the Barker family ac-
quired the Strater Hotel in
1926, the Roaring Twenties were
winding down and the family and
their business partners were only a short
time away from the Great Depression.
Looking at it from this perspective, this
wasn’t exactly an ideal investment or
plan. This somewhat tattered old struc-
ture had bankrupted both Henry
Strater, the original builder/owner, and
another local group that purchased the
hotel in 1924. From a pure business
analysis, you might say that the Barkers
had made a mistake.

But like most successful business peo-
ple, the Barker family saw an opportu-

nity where others saw only potential loss.
What the Barkers understood – and what
others did not – was that history sells. It
was an edge that the family leveraged into
a successful enterprise. The hotel not only
made an income for the Barker family,
but it also became an anchor in the area’s
$50-million-plus a year tourism industry
and an icon in the hotel business from

coast to coast.
The route to this success was
not without its challenges. To
leverage and “sell” the history
of the hotel required the
Barker family to embark on a
multi-generational program

of renovation and restoration.
The process has included up-

grading the hotel amenities to in-
clude the more modern conveniences
expected and required of an innkeeper
in the 21st century. These have been
costly and daunting upgrades for an
old, historic structure; they also could
have sunk the business.

Whatever risks they took over the last
eight decades, the Barker family always
kept their eye on the underlying value
proposition: that people in contempo-
rary times would enjoy and pay for the
experience of staying in a historically re-
stored hotel. Along with the restoration

of the hotel itself, the Barkers invested
in acquiring authentic period furnish-
ings, so that now the Strater Hotel
boasts the largest collection of Ameri-
can Victorian-era walnut furniture in
the world.

This process began in the late 1950s
when second generation owners Earl
and Jentra Barker, along with Earl’s sis-
ter and brother-in-law, Marge and
Robert Blomstrom, began the restora-
tion process. Together, they embarked
on bringing back Victorian design and
turn-of-the-century entertainment by
creating the Diamond Belle Saloon and
the Diamond Circle Theatre. The
Melodrama was a community venture
with the help of local businessmen
Robert Beers, Mahlon “Butch” White,
and Jentra’s mother Marion Jarvis, and
later taken on by the Barkers’ daughter,
Jeannie Wheeldon. Bob and Marge’s
sons, Rick and Jim Blomstrom, also
brought their care and stewardship into

the hotel as top level managers and car-
ing stewards. Bob later went on to be-
come Dean of the prestigious Michigan
State Hotel School.

During the 1950s and ’60s, they
worked diligently to improve the hotel
infrastructure one floor at a time by re-
doing the electrical wiring, plumbing
and heating and cooling systems. At the
time, Durango’s tourism infrastructure
was in its infancy and the train to Silver-
ton mostly served as a freight line. The
feeling that Durango visitors needed
more than just a place to stay before vis-
iting Mesa Verde National Park and the
San Juan Mountains was strong in their
minds. This focused effort was carried
out until the early 1980s.

This isn’t to say that the Strater has
not been a part of public history as well
as these private stories. American presi-
dents John Kennedy and Gerald Ford
have both been guests of the Strater.
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At left: The Strater Hotel around 1890, taken by
Durango photographer Jacob A. Boston.

Below: Three generations of the Barker family:
Earl Barker, Jr., Earl Barker, Sr., and Rod Barker. 

Selling History:
The Building, the Business, 

and the Barkers
BRUCE SPINING

Photo courtesy of the Barker family

Animas Museum Photo Archives
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COMMUNITY HERITAGE AWARDS



Community Heritage Award, what is it and
why is it awarded? Each year La Plata County
Historical Society board select a family and a

business or entity that have contributed significantly
to our community and its values, making La Plata
County the place it is today. This year we honor the
David and Kay James family, familiar to many as
owners of James Ranch.

Following graduation from the University of Red-
lands in 1961, David and Kay James had two priori-
ties: a desire to leave California and a shared passion
for ranching. Although a few years too early for the
sixties’ flower power generation they were, as David
says “the first hippies.” After driving through Durango
and being impressed by spacious grass lands, family
farms and the many beautiful homes, which Kay mis-
takenly thought belonged to ranchers, they settled into
the Strator apartments. Financially staked by David’s
father, an inventor of a check valve who hailed from
Topeka, Kansas, they purchased 550 acres of property
in the Animas Valley. Armed with a philosophy, to
“emulate nature, to copy nature wherever we can,”
ranching would shape their next 50 years. 

Living that philosophy, while rewarding, hasn’t al-
ways been easy. Initially the Jameses imported French
Charolais cattle, in demand as “exotics,” but soon re-
jected the artificiality of raising pure breeds. David
James’ cross breeding expertise grew and culminated in
an offer by Iowa’s Pioneer Corn Company to hybridize
cattle. A year and a half later, the James family returned
to Durango. A stint traveling back and forth breeding
milk cows for the Philippines and Taiwan followed
while the family remained behind. The cattle business
was, however, entering a downturn as the Jameses pur-
sued yet another endeavor.

Could nature serve as the centerfold for responsible
real estate development? David and Kay set out to do
just that. David cut 100 acres of property from his
ranch for a housing development. Large-scale
landscaping and water features provide aes-
thetic qualities which the Jameses prize. The
Ranch, just south of James ranch property,
is the result. Simultaneously, Kay began a
landscaping company devoted to landscape
reclamation around mines and along high-
ways in New Mexico and Colorado. But the
overriding goal remained: to use their resources
to supply the agricultural and beef needs of their local
community. 

David and Kay introduced timed grazing, raising
and fattening Red Angus steers based on the growing
cycles of grass. Grass on the ranch recovers during the
winter months when fences are laid down to permit for
the free movement of elk in the valley, and cattle are
moved to rented BLM land. Wild grasses on BLM
lands are susceptible to die out and winter grazing helps
to promote the grasses’ spring growth. In spring cattle
are returned to the ranch and the steers, which wintered
over, will be harvested while feeding on summer grasses.
Milking occurs only during spring, again emulating na-
ture by milking only when calving occurs.  

Kay and David worked to assure that while their

adult children would be always welcome, to return was
solely the children’s decision. As the second generation
began to return they brought new holistic approaches
to agriculture and ranching. Following a career in New
York City with an Italian design company, Julie was
the first in 1989. Marriage to geologist John Ott en-

sued and the Otts took over the tree farm and
landscaping business while Julie began raising
eggs for market. 

Following graduation from Colorado State
University and marriage to Joe Wheeling,
Jennifer was the next returnee. Joe’s corporate
career required extensive traveling yet it was

Jennifer’s memories of a 4H club school project
raising and selling produce that would determine

their future. The transformation of a former prairie
dog haven into a career sparked by that 4H project re-
sulted in the James Ranch farmer’s market. Following a
recent partnership agreement with David and Kay, the
Wheelings are the next generation’s cattle ranchers. 

Dan James returned following graduation from the
University of Washington and a career in the seafood in-
dustry. Research in New Zealand and Europe on cheese
production preceded his return to Durango. Dan began
with one cow and after two years perfected techniques for
making unpasteurized cheese; now his product was ready
to enter the marketplace. He stays locally focused and has
turned down inquiries from Whole Foods and other
large-scale distributors interested in his cheeses. 

While Justin James was pursuing a different path as

a partner in Serious Texas Barbeque, Cynthia and hus-
band Robert Stewart became the most recent returns
to the ranch. A degree from New York’s Fashion Insti-
tute of Technology led to a position with the George
Zimmer clothing company. There she founded the
Corporate Giving Program and employees emergency
fund, California and Texas programs to assist the un-
employed. Come this spring Cynthia will take over
marketing James ranch products. Additional plans in-
clude establishing the ranch as a destination where
families can trace food from field to market.  

Quarterly meetings include the immediate James fam-
ily, spouses and grandchildren. All ideas are entertained
and even the youngest entrepreneurs’ ideas receive serious
consideration. Family discussions are wide ranging but
foremost is how any pursuit will affect quality of life for
the entire family. Five James families now live on prop-
erty adjoining the original ranch. Thus far, three seg-
ments of the ranch’s property have been set aside in a
conservation easement as part of the James legacy. 

For their dedication in creating a way of life that
thrives in partnership with nature, for their tenacity in
proving responsible ranching can be viable in our 21st

century, for their actions to preserve and protect from
further development a large segment of the north Ani-
mas Valley, and for their overriding commitment to
community values, the La Plata County Historical So-
ciety honors the James family with its 2011 Commu-
nity Heritage Award. 
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Bob Spencer and the James Family

Kay and Dave James, their children and grandchildren at the James Ranch.
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the family. They returned to Missouri.
When James Frazier homesteaded on

Bondad Mesa in 1899, he built his
cabin in “the cheapest pattern,” with
only a single thickness of boards. For
winter, he added a layer of tarpaper
around the exterior followed by
“weather boarding [that] made it almost
air-tight.” For added warmth, he built
an outside chimney using rocks from
the property bound with adobe mud.
“The smoke inside the room was a regu-
lar fog [that] would have been all right
to smoke mosquitoes out,” he wrote in
his diary. “I did not know much about
chimney building but learned a lot be-
fore I got through.” 

Emmanuel Luchini found an aban-
doned two-room cabin on his claim
near Allison in 1902. The dirt roof was
adequate during dry weather, but did
little to keep out the rain. And as the
family grew, his sons slept in tents.

Even those who had grand plans for a
permanent home found the demands of
homesteading made it difficult to
achieve them. Edith Taylor Shaw’s letters
to her family in 1902 tell the story of a
young bride eager to make a home in
the San Juan Mountains northwest of
Pagosa Springs. She happily wrote to her
mother-in-law back in Massachusetts
that they had cut the first log for their
house June 30, and expected to move in
by the end of July. By August, they had

abandoned their tent in favor of sharing
a helper’s tiny “shack.” Heavy rains made
life miserable.

Made up our damp bedding
into two bunks & then all three,
without undressing, crawled in to
try & rest. The rain fairly poured
all night, so that my milk pans (10
qts.), which we placed around to
catch the worst, were running over
by morning. Our patience is about
given out, and oh, how we all ache!
This is a little the worst experience
in the line of hardship that I ever
endured, & to think that there is
still no hope of its clearing!

Winter arrived before completion of
their large log house, and barely three
years after she first set foot on the land,
the family – by now there were two
children – moved to Durango. Al-
though they completed their homestead
claim in 1912, their days of living full-
time on the ranch had ended.

Jack Frazier likely spoke for most
homesteaders when he looked back on
his experiences: “Well do those deserve
a home, that venture upon the wilds of
this West, and transform the plains into
fields of grain and orchards of fruit.”

Sources: Pioneers of the San Juan
Country; Pioneer Families of South-
west La Plata County; Letters from a
Weminuche Homestead, 1902

sense of mass. It helps to compare the
West Building’s exterior glass walls to
Durango’s solid old brick Post Office
building  at 1060 Main to understand
this concept. 

Common characteristics of the Inter-
national Style support the original cele-
bration of technology and avoidance of
any kind of regional influences. Steel,
glass and concrete are the predominant
materials.  The buildings are simple
forms, usually with rectangular or square
footprints. Ribbons of single pane win-
dows with metal mullions, often sepa-
rated by smooth spandrel panels run in
horizontal rows across the façade, creat-
ing a grid. Early spandrel panels were
made of heat-strengthened opaque glass
fused with colored ceramic. Popular col-
ors included turquoise, pink, and blue.

Many International Style buildings
employ curtain wall construction where

the exterior walls are non-load bearing
and are attached to and supported by
the building’s internal structural frame-
work. The modular construction
method used to construct curtain walls
made it popular and economical. 

The West Building brought a “big
city” style to Durango, advertising the so-
phistication and wealth of its tenants.
While it may not evoke the brick and
stone traditions of its neighbors, the West
Building reminds us of more recent and
equally important times when the petro-
leum industry dominated the local econ-
omy and drew an influx of newcomers
with new ideas that would make a per-
manent impact on the community.  At
52 years old, the building is poised to
pass the test of time. So take another
look at our monument to modernism.

Jill Seyfarth is an archaeologist, histo-
rian and long term resident of Animas
City.
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Congratulations 
gry crowd, John Bryce complained that lit-
tle gnats, attracted by the kerosene lights,
were getting into his ice cream. Mr. Frazier
suggested the he eat on the front porch, in
the dark. John decided that “what you
don’t see won’t hurt you much.”  

The tank stood by when Jimmy
Rhodes, oldest son of the John Rhodes
family, worked on the Bondad section. He
became ill with scarlet fever. After work he
walked, in the cold, from Carbon Junction
to Mercy Hospital in Durango where he

succumbed to the illness. The oldest of the
three Rhodes daughters recalled that an
outbreak of small pox among the railroad
construction gang, where her father
worked, required the family to be vacci-
nated. Her mother did the job, causing
sore arms for all. 

As the water tank sits in its original
location, the railroad tracks are gone.
The highway carries the goods and pas-
sengers that once chugged by on the
Red Apple Flyer.  But the water tank
marks a time when young people could
ride in the cab of a train, or enjoy the
delight of freshly made ice cream on a
summer evening.

have both been guests of the Strater.
Public figures like comedian Will
Rodgers and movie actor Audie Murphy
also were guests. Owing to the large num-
ber of Hollywood films made in the area,
a plethora of movie stars have been Strater
guests: Marilyn Monroe, Paul Newman
and Jimmy Stewart, to name just a few.
The Strater has even hosted diplomats
who crafted international trade agree-
ments while guests of the hotel. The 1976
agreement to lay the Sixth Transatlantic
Telephone Cable was negotiated at the
Strater Hotel. Diplomats from the United
States, Canada, Great Britain, and France
– together with Bell Laboratory experts –
came to the Strater as a way of getting
away from the media attention that had
stalled the negotiations. TAT-6 became
known as SG Coxial System, crossing
3,000 nautical miles of the Atlantic
Ocean and during its years of service pro-
viding some 4,800 cross-ocean telephone
circuits.

Third generation owners Rod and
Laurie Barker took over the business in
1983 when they returned from Kansas
City. They both spent many of their
weekends from 1979 to 1983 searching
around Kansas City and the St Louis
area for the same kind of antiques that
Earl and Jentra had found. Upon his re-
turn, Rod began working on the infra-
structure by installing heat recovery
systems that captured the waste heat
from the refrigeration systems and turn-
ing it into domestic hot water. The
rooms were next and with the efforts of
master carpenter Charlie Schumacher
they renovated from six to ten hotel
rooms every year and introduced the
beautiful Bradbury wallpapers that
adorn the hotel today. After the rooms,
Rod and Charlie renovated the lobby,
Pullman Room and Oak Room, and cre-
ated The Office and Mahogany Grille
outlets. Rod and Laurie added shadow
box displays of enviable small antiques.

The contemporary visitor can enter a
hotel that takes them back to the 1890s
and still have the comforts of the pres-
ent.

The Barker family understood how to
create that ideal blend of past and fu-
ture. Guests and visitors to the Strater
can spend an evening in the Diamond
Belle Saloon taking in vintage ragtime
piano playing and period-costumed
servers, enjoying Melodrama in the re-
furbished Henry Strater Theatre, or they
can share in events and activities that
are very today. Recent productions at
the hotel’s Henry Strater Theatre have
included a live staging of The Rocky
Horror Picture Show and contemporary
musical and theatrical groups.

What the Barker family, with the help
of a caring and dedicated staff, has done
for the area’s heritage is to embrace history
as a commercial value and blend it with
the contemporary. It is a synergy across
time that has preserved and enlivened an
iconic Durango, a valued Colorado, and
an important American building. But the
Barkers did more than fix up a building;
they made the historical character of the
hotel accessible, meaningful, and enjoy-
able for people who live in a cell phone-
connected time. People from high-end,
high-technology environments from all
over the world continue to make annual
pilgrimages to the Strater for a few days or
weeks where they get reconnected with
past, engage with the present, and glimpse
a bit of the future – all in an environment
that the Barker family had the vision and
tenacity to create over a period of 85 years.
Their success as commercial entrepreneurs
of the historical should no longer surprise
the skeptics.

The Barker family and the Strater
Hotel have earned the 2011 Community
Heritage Award – not just for restoring
an old hotel but for making it into a por-
tal-link for future generations.

Bruce Spining’s family were Florida
Mesa pioneers. He is a member of the La
Plata County Historical Society board of

Barkers
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gry crowd, John Bryce complained that lit-
tle gnats, attracted by the kerosene lights,
were getting into his ice cream. Mr. Frazier
suggested the he eat on the front porch, in
the dark. John decided that “what you
don’t see won’t hurt you much.”  
The tank stood by when Jimmy

Rhodes, oldest son of the John Rhodes
family, worked on the Bondad section. He
became ill with scarlet fever. After work he
walked, in the cold, from Carbon Junction
to Mercy Hospital in Durango where he

succumbed to the illness. The oldest of the
three Rhodes daughters recalled that an
outbreak of small pox among the railroad
construction gang, where her father
worked, required the family to be vacci-
nated. Her mother did the job, causing
sore arms for all. 
As the water tank sits in its original

location, the railroad tracks are gone.
The highway carries the goods and pas-
sengers that once chugged by on the
Red Apple Flyer.  But the water tank
marks a time when young people could
ride in the cab of a train, or enjoy the
delight of freshly made ice cream on a
summer evening.

have both been guests of the Strater.
Public figures like comedian Will
Rodgers and movie actor Audie Murphy
also were guests. Owing to the large num-
ber of Hollywood films made in the area,
a plethora of movie stars have been Strater
guests: Marilyn Monroe, Paul Newman
and Jimmy Stewart, to name just a few.
The Strater has even hosted diplomats
who crafted international trade agree-
ments while guests of the hotel. The 1976
agreement to lay the Sixth Transatlantic
Telephone Cable was negotiated at the
Strater Hotel. Diplomats from the United
States, Canada, Great Britain, and France
– together with Bell Laboratory experts –
came to the Strater as a way of getting
away from the media attention that had
stalled the negotiations. TAT-6 became
known as SG Coxial System, crossing
3,000 nautical miles of the Atlantic
Ocean and during its years of service pro-
viding some 4,800 cross-ocean telephone
circuits.
Third generation owners Rod and

Laurie Barker took over the business in
1983 when they returned from Kansas
City. They both spent many of their
weekends from 1979 to 1983 searching
around Kansas City and the St Louis
area for the same kind of antiques that
Earl and Jentra had found. Upon his re-
turn, Rod began working on the infra-
structure by installing heat recovery
systems that captured the waste heat
from the refrigeration systems and turn-
ing it into domestic hot water. The
rooms were next and with the efforts of
master carpenter Charlie Schumacher
they renovated from six to ten hotel
rooms every year and introduced the
beautiful Bradbury wallpapers that
adorn the hotel today. After the rooms,
Rod and Charlie renovated the lobby,
Pullman Room and Oak Room, and cre-
ated The Office and Mahogany Grille
outlets. Rod and Laurie added shadow
box displays of enviable small antiques.

The contemporary visitor can enter a
hotel that takes them back to the 1890s
and still have the comforts of the pres-
ent.
The Barker family understood how to

create that ideal blend of past and fu-
ture. Guests and visitors to the Strater
can spend an evening in the Diamond
Belle Saloon taking in vintage ragtime
piano playing and period-costumed
servers, enjoying Melodrama in the re-
furbished Henry Strater Theatre, or they
can share in events and activities that
are very today. Recent productions at
the hotel’s Henry Strater Theatre have
included a live staging of The Rocky
Horror Picture Show and contemporary
musical and theatrical groups.
What the Barker family, with the help

of a caring and dedicated staff, has done
for the area’s heritage is to embrace history
as a commercial value and blend it with
the contemporary. It is a synergy across
time that has preserved and enlivened an
iconic Durango, a valued Colorado, and
an important American building. But the
Barkers did more than fix up a building;
they made the historical character of the
hotel accessible, meaningful, and enjoy-
able for people who live in a cell phone-
connected time. People from high-end,
high-technology environments from all
over the world continue to make annual
pilgrimages to the Strater for a few days or
weeks where they get reconnected with
past, engage with the present, and glimpse
a bit of the future – all in an environment
that the Barker family had the vision and
tenacity to create over a period of 85 years.
Their success as commercial entrepreneurs
of the historical should no longer surprise
the skeptics.
The Barker family and the Strater

Hotel have earned the 2011 Community
Heritage Award – not just for restoring
an old hotel but for making it into a por-
tal-link for future generations.

Bruce Spining’s family were Florida
Mesa pioneers. He is a member of the La
Plata County Historical Society board of
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By Jack Turner
With a Foreword 
by President Bill Clinton

The nation was in the throes of the
Great Depression when dozens of scien-
tists and students descended on the
remote pinnacles and canyons of
northern Arizona and southern Utah.

Water interests wanted to dam the
canyons; pot hunters wanted to
plunder thousand-year-old archaeological sites; cattlemen
wanted to graze their livestock; bureaucrats wanted to
make it all a living cultural park; and Native Americans
just wanted to be left alone.

One man decided to do something for the region. On his
own time, and at his own expense, Ansel Hall (then chief
naturalist for the National Park Service) organized a
massive scientific expedition. For six years, botanists,
geologists, cartographers, archaeologists, zoologists, pale-
ontologists, ethnographers, and more came from major
universities and museums to spend summers studying the
landscape and its inhabitants, past and present, with the
Rainbow Bridge-Monument Valley Expedition. To finance
the project, Hall traveled the country, showing lantern
slides of the region and soliciting support from philan-
thropists and foundations.

Landscapes on Glass: Lantern Slides for the Rainbow Bridge-
Monument Valley Expedition is the story of what has been
called the last great expedition in the American West, and
the man who made it happen. Lavishly illustrated with the
hand-tinted photographs Hall used in his talks, this book
is a tribute to the man, the expedition, and the region they
sought to protect.

LANDSCAPES ON GLASS
Lantern Slides for the 
Rainbow Bridge-Monument Valley 
Expedition

For more than 16 years, DURANGO HERALD SMALL PRESS has been publishing
AWARD-WINNING BOOKS about the people, places and events of the Four Corners.
With books that are historical and timely, beautiful and even poetic, we’re bound to have

something that will pique your curiosity.

BOOKS

ISBN 978-1-887805-31-5
8.5” x 11”

Color
127 pages

$19.95

CIPA winner

ISBN: 978-1-887805-30-8
Hard back, color  $15.95

Coming soon:

IN THE SHADOW OF ROCKS: 
Archaeology of the Chimney Rock
District of Southern Colorado

Second Edition

By Florence C. Lister

HERE AND GONE: 
Colorado’s Industrial Past

By Duane A. Smith
with photos by Richard L. Gilbert

INTIMATE LANDSCAPE
The Four Corners in Poetry and Photography

By Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer and Claude Steelman

When we say, “get to the heart of things,” we mean revealing what is most im-
portant. This beautiful book dives right to the heart of what’s important about
our relationship to place and to each other: love, patience, adaptability, seeing
the details, glorying in the whole—taking the time to be. To be open to every

moment of every day. To be in love with life: imperfect, perilous, painful, shim-
mering, dazzling, full of joy.

This book is a gift. Truly.
– Susan Tweit, Walking Nature Home

Durango Herald Small Press
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Delightfully Durango is a delicious
collection of recipes 
from some of Durango’s favorite
chefs and restaurants. 

DELIGHTFULLY DURANGO
Local Chefs Share Great Recipes

Photography by 
McCarson L. Jones

Also available Summer 2011:

Great reading about this remarkable region so many of us 

are proud to call home.

find all our books online
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