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The La Plata County Historical Soci-
ety’s board of directors is committed 

to preserving the unique history of this 
area. Our board oversees the Animas 
Museum on behalf of the Society while 
the staff manages the Museum’s daily 
operations, including the collections 
housed on the upper level of the build-
ing. These artifacts, documents, photos, 
and other three-dimensional objects tell 
us so much about the colorful history of 
our area and the people who have called 
La Plata County their home. Because 
our collections are housed in the histori-
cally designated Animas Museum, once 
the Animas City School, we have a very 

unusual situation. We are preserving our 
artifacts within an artifact!

Local students are educated about our 
area’s history during tours of the building. 
Some learn in their own classrooms from 
information provided in our traveling 
history trunk. We help with valuable re-
search for local government agencies, stu-
dents, visitors, newcomers, and realtors. 
The Museum offers opportunities for Fort 
Lewis College, plus a variety of interesting 
programs and lectures throughout year. 
LPCHS is so proud of our Museum, its 
collections, and the stories we can share 
with others. I hope you enjoy this year’s 
History La Plata. 

The more time I spend at the Animas 
Museum, the more I appreciate all 

of the history residing within these stone 
walls.  Generations of children, despite 
surely being told to walk, ran up and 
down these stairs.  Saucer shaped depres-
sions on each tread confirm the many 
days spent in this building.

Recently, we video-interviewed a 
92-year old man who went to school here.  
He told stories of when he and his bud-
dies pulled a prank after hours on a Friday 
by leading a cow upstairs into the south 
classroom.  After finally managing to get 
the cow upstairs, they could not convince 
the cow to come back down.  The boys 
gave up trying, shut the front door to the 

school and never gave it another thought.  
When they arrived at school on Monday 
morning, he remembered there was one 
heck of a commotion and a huge mess.  
True to form, none of the kids ratted out 
the boys and it remained a mystery for 
many years.

The Museum’s mission is the keep 
La Plata County history alive for current 
and future generations.  Stories such as 
his weave the fabric of this community 
and bring to life to all of those who lived 
here before us.  Just as we learned this 
new history from within our four walls, 
we continue to discover new stories from 
many of our artifacts.  If we only listen… 

The artifacts, photographs and docu-
ments in the collections at the Ani-

mas Museum tell so many stories about 
our corner of Colorado.  The Museum 
staff and volunteers have just completed a 
project, funded by a prestigious Institute 
of Museum and Library Services grant, to 
curate a large part of the collection and to 

document and research the stories behind 
our artifacts. In this year’s History La 
Plata we tell some of those stories mainly 
through the eyes of the women who 
experienced them. And if you are curious 
about what happens to the items donated 
to the Museum, we’ve included some 
information about that too. 

Kathy McKenzie ~ President of the Board

M. Sherry Bowman ~ Director

Jill Seyfarth ~ Editor

The Museum is located at 3065 West 2nd Avenue in Durango, Colorado
970-259-2402  ~  animasmuseum@frontier.net

Open 10a.m. to 5p.m. Monday through Saturday (May – October)
10a.m. to 4 p.m. Tuesday through Saturday (November- April)

Visit the Animas Museum

Board of Directors

Kathy McKenzie - President
Cheryl Bryant -Vice President

Gay Kiene – Secretary/Treasurer
Charles DiFerdinando

Jeff Johnson

Sandra Jones
Caroline Kinser

Betty Loffer
Duane Smith - Emeritus

On the Cover: Leona Prewitt (center) and Kathryn Sickenger (right) vamp for the camera 
with an unknown friend in about 1928. Behind them is the old Wall Drugstore, which is 
now Olde Tymer’s Restaurant. Kate Erler donated this image to the Animas Museum. 

The Animas Museum staff: (left to right) Mona Charles, Collections Manager;
M. Sherry Bowman, Museum Director; Anna Crona, Museum Assistant
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Our Local Lady Undertaker
By Charles DiFerdinando

 There are many newspaper accounts of Ida travelling to far flung parts 
of La Plata County and beyond to care for women or children at their 
death. The Durango Democrat’s report on the death of the wife of Dr. E. W. 
Newland, a prominent Bayfield physician, in 1913 said she “… was over to 
the home yesterday and embalmed the body which will be held pending 
advices from relatives in the east”.  By 1913, the Goodmans had taken on an 
associate, and advertised “Goodman and DeLaney Undertakers and Lady 
Attendant”. In 1915 George Goodman was Deputy County Coroner, and Ida 
frequently assisted him when he had to convene an inquest. 
 During the influenza epidemic of 1918, they were overwhelmed by the 
number of deaths throughout the San Juan Basin. All the undertaking firms 
in the area were working around the clock. When the undertaker in Silver-
ton died, the Goodman firm assumed his duties. Both George and Ray were 
sickened but they recovered. Ida carried on in their absence. Due to the 

Ida , the “Lady Undertaker” and her husband George Goodman look ready to go in 
this photograph from the Goodman Collection in the Animas Museum photo archives.

|continued on page 4|

Ida Coulson Goodman did not fit the mold of typical women of her time. 
Born in northern Colorado Territory on September 9, 1862, she was 19 

when she came with her family to the new city of Durango in 1881. A few 
years later, in 1884, she married George Goodman who had come from 
Indiana to Durango in 1881 to join his brother Frank in the paint business. 
Their son Ray was born in 1885. George’s brother left Durango to pursue 
other opportunities in the east, leaving George to oversee the paint and 
wallpaper business. The couple decided to expand into a new business. 
 The March 2, 1902 Durango Democrat carried a front page story about 
their adventures entitled “New Departure”, noting “Mr. and Mrs. George Good-
man returned from the east, each provided with a diploma from the Ronouard 
School of Embalmers. The course equips one for the thorough embalming, 
practical training, the sanitary care of the dead, and the most scientific methods 
of disinfecting.  All graduates are trained in the various branches of the prac-
tice and in a practical application of the work upon a cadaver until perfection 
is reached. The course taken by Mr. and Mrs. Goodman embraced embalming, 
physiology, anatomy, bacteriology, disinfection, and special treatment of dropsy, 
diphtheria, measles, scarlet fever, consumption, mutilated bodies, blood poison-
ing, etc. The result will introduce into Durango that much needed person, the 
woman undertaker, who is preferred in instances where the dead be a woman, 
girl or child. Both hold diplomas from the Renouard and certificates as licensed 
embalmers from the State Board of Health in Colorado. They also studied and 
made notes of all the latest methods of conducting funerals and purchased all the 
latest improvements including a costly hearse. Under the new order those who 

have dead to care for can order either Mr. or Mrs. 
Goodman to prepare the bodies for intern-

ment and the new arrangement will most 
certainly prove eminently satisfactory.”  
        Son Ray was 17 years old at the 
time and helped in the paint business. 
He would later attend the Cincinnati 
Undertaking School. Ray graduated in 
1907 to join his family in both painting 
and undertaking. The Goodman’s busi-
nesses prospered. In 1904 they bought 
out Frank and his wife’s property located 
at the southwest corner of East 2nd 
Avenue and 8th Street in Durango for 
$1,500. This property had the building 

that now houses the Bank of the San Juan    
 and a house where the current parking lot 

is located. The Goodmans lived 
in the house next door to their 
paint, wallpaper and undertaking 
businesses. 

George Goodman was the last chief of Durango’s 
volunteer fire fighters and the city’s first paid fire 
chief. His descendents donated his badge to the 
Animas Museum. Animas Museum Photo
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stress from those years, the Goodmans got out of the undertaking business. 
 Ida worked side by side with George in both businesses while raising 
their son and volunteering for numerous civic and health improvement 
organizations. She was also a very active member of social groups such as 
the Emblem Club and Lady Elks. Not to be outdone, George Goodman also 
gave generously of his time, including stints as a volunteer firefighter and 
eventually became Durango’s first paid chief of the city’s fire department. 
 Their legacy lives on in many ways, including in some of their posses-
sions that are now in the collections of the Animas Museum. Family  
photographs and George Goodman’s gold Fire Chief ’s badge were donated 
to the Museum in 2012 by George and Ida’s granddaughter, Barbara Cor-
nelius and their great-great-grandson, Brian Goodman.  One photograph 
is of a funeral, prominently featuring the Goodman’s “costly” hearse touted 
in the Durango Democrat article. “There’s no point having the badge in a 
safety deposit box”, said Brian when he made his donation to the Museum. 
“There’s no better place for it than here.”  
Charles DiFerdinando is on the Board of the La Plata County Historical Society.

Annette Johnsen Aspaas came to the United States from Norway in 1869.  She lived much of her 
life on the family farm that she homesteaded near Breen. Photo courtesy of Helen Ruth Aspaas.

This is the story of Annette Johnsen Aspaas, patched together as best as her 
great granddaughter can. Annette was born in Trondheim, Norway in 1839, 

the daughter of an enterprising glass merchant, Hans Johnsen.  He hired private 
tutors to educate Annette, then sent her to a highly regarded young women’s 
school in Germany.  There she mastered the piano and organ, developed profi-
ciency in English, German and French, and honed her needlework skills. 
 She married Hans Aspaas, a lieutenant of cavalry in the Norwegian 
Army, in 1863. Hans was convicted of embezzlement and served a four-year 
sentence in a minimum security facility.  He planned to emigrate to Aus-
tralia once his sentence was completed, but for unknown reasons he set sail 
for America. Annette followed in 1869.  She brought with her a beautifully 
hand-beaded bell pull (a wedding present to be used to summon her future 
servants), her intricately stitched childhood sampler and her piano.
 The gold and silver discoveries in the Colorado Rockies most likely lured 
the couple west.  After the signing of the Brunot Agreement (further confin-
ing the proud Ute people to a smaller reservation) opened up the San Juan 
Mountains in southwest Colorado for mineral exploitation and non-Ute 
settlement, the Aspaas family joined a group of families heading to Silverton.
 The trip was rugged, to say the least.  Wagons were “snubbed” down 
mountain sides or dismantled and winched over cliff edges.  One evening, 
Annette became separated from the rest of the wagons while carrying her 
baby and she was forced to spend the night in unknown territory with her 
small boy.  Fortunately, they both survived the night and were found next 
morning by a search party.
 The group arrived in Silverton in 1874 and found a town with approxi-
mately 25 cabins. This would be the first winter that women and families lived 

An Immigrant’s Tale
By Helen Ruth Aspaas

|continued on next page|

|Lady Undertaker from page 3|
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Former Animas Museum Curator of Collections Jan Postler (left) and Helen Ruth Aspaas look 
over the crazy quilt made by Helen Ruth’s great-grandmother, Annette Johnsen Aspaas while she 
lived on her farm near Breen. Animas Museum photo.

in the remote mining camp.  That winter, Hans skied from Silverton to Del 
Norte, over Stony Pass, carrying mail out and bringing mail back along with 
essential supplies that he could carry in his 75 pound sack over the 40 miles.
 By spring of 1875, it seems that even these hardy Norwegians had enough 
of the rugged mining camp, so they moved to the Animas Valley where Hans 
homesteaded a ranch. The couple also worked at other jobs. Hans placer 
mined in the La Plata Mountains, and for two winters from 1879 to1881 
Hans and Annette operated the Flag Stage Station, serving travelers moving 
between Hermosa and Rico to take advantage of the mining boom in Rico.  
 In 1882 Hans gained employment as a civilian clerk at Fort Lewis, a 
military post that had recently been established on the west side of the La 
Plata River just a few miles south of present-day Hesperus. Hans kept books 
for the Fort and worked for the War Department as a teamster and packer, 
collecting and delivering supplies and mail to Parrot City. By this time, the 
family had grown to include four children. Sometime during these years, 
the family moved to land on the Ute Strip that bordered the Fort’s military 
reservation on the south.  This was before the Ute Strip opened for home-
steading in 1899 but the family seems to have laid some kind of claim to the 
property as a preface to future homesteading rights. 
 Tragedy struck in 1891, when Hans fell from his wagon on a return trip 
from Parrot City and died of a broken neck.  The wagon and team returned 
to the Fort without him.  The subsequent search party found him dead in 
the snow.  Annette was left a widow with four children. Her sons took jobs 
at the newly established Fort Lewis Indian School while continuing to make 
the ranch productive. Annette also worked at the Indian School, first as a 
laundress, then seamstress and finally graduating to assistant teacher. 
 The Indian School proceeded to re-assign or abandon some of the 
Fort’s buildings and Annette with her family purchased one of the officers’ 
quarters and moved the building 1.3 miles south to their property.  It joined 
several sturdy log structures. When the Ute Strip was opened for non-Indi-
an homesteading, Annette filed on the property and was granted full patent 
in 1913.  She also secured a postmistress commission, operating the Breen 
Post Office out of her house from 1907 until her death in 1920.  
 Annette seemed to thrive in the settled life at the Aspaas ranch.  Photos 
show a home that is comfortable with Navajo rugs on the floors, Victorian 
embellishments, native American curios resting side-by-side with small 
Norwegian flags and, of course, her beloved piano. Annette played whenever 
asked, and her language skills coupled with her role as postmistress allowed 
her to provide translation, interpretation and scribing for the immigrant 
pioneer community.  She created beautiful needlework projects, including a 
brightly colored crazy quilt with richly embroidered edges. The quilt is now 
carefully preserved at the Animas Museum along with Annette’s childhood 
sampler and her post mistress commission. She used many of the skills that 
she brought from Norway to make La Plata County a better place.
Helen Ruth Aspaas, Ph. D., is Professor Emerita of Geography from Virginia 
Commonwealth University in Richmond, Virginia and the great-granddaughter of 
Annette Johnsen Aspaas. She grew up on the ranch that Annette homesteaded and 
lives there fulltime.

5,300 S.Q. FT

Over 25 Dealers of Quality Antiques, Collectibles, and Unique Decor

E-MAIL nikkim@frontier.net • FAX (970) 247-2252 • TEL (970) 247-4555 
780 A Main Avenue

Historical Downtown Durango
www.durangoantiquemarket.com

MON - SAT 10 - 5:30 • SUN 12 - 5:00 • Extended Summer Hours

NIKKI MORRISSEY
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Not long ago, an elementary school group was visiting the Animas Mu-
seum.  While touring the Joy Cabin, the children were asked to point 

out objects that were similar to those found in their own homes.  One girl 
raised her hand and pointed to an object leaning against the wall. “A snow-
board!” she proclaimed.  The object in question happened to be an ironing 
board, and as it turned out, none of these children born in the 2000s had 
ever seen or even heard of anyone ironing clothes.
 Nearly 2000 years ago, the Chinese found that by heating smooth, 
heavy objects, wrinkles could be removed from textiles.  Their irons de-
veloped differently than European irons, and some that may have been 

brought to Durango by Chinese 
immigrants are included in the 
Animas Museum’s collection. In 
Europe, blacksmiths made simple 
flatirons, called sadirons, starting 
in the Middle Ages. The word 
“sad” was derived from the Old 
English word for “solid.”  It wasn’t 

until the Industrial Revolution, when 
the production of cast iron was perfected, that flatirons were mass produced 
cheaply and became a common tool for laundry chores.  
 By the time gold was discovered in Colorado in 1859, doing the laundry 
was firmly established as “women’s work.”  Without modern conveniences 
however, it was a daunting chore that took two days out of each week.  After 
a full day on Monday devoted to washing and hanging the clothes to dry, 
ironing would commence on Tuesday.
 Everything wrinkled; hence everything was ironed—from clothing 
to tablecloths.  The clothes, especially if made of cotton, would first be 
dampened with water for best results.  Multiple irons would be cleaned and 
lightly greased to prevent rust, then rubbed with beeswax to prevent stick-

ing to the clothing. At least one iron was 
set on a clean heat source such as a cast 
iron stove while another iron was in use.  
Heavier irons were more efficient, but the 
weight had to be balanced with the user’s 
strength.  
 Sarah Chivington Pollock, one of 
the first white women to see the Animas 
Valley, considered her flatiron a “luxury”, 

left for her when her husband Tom went to 
Denver for supplies and she stayed behind with a group of Navajos.   She 
told her daughter, Nell, that the Navajos were good to her except for one 
time when a young man walked near her and spat while she was ironing.  
She took the heavy iron she was using and shoved it in his face!  Luckily,  
her hosts were on her side and the young man was run off.  

Is That a Snowboard or an Ironing Board?
By Susan Jones

 About 10 years after Sarah wielded her flatiron as a weapon, Mary Flor-
ence Potts of Ottumwa, Iowa was granted a 
patent in 1871 for a sadiron with a removable 
handle.  This simple idea prevented burned 
fingers and hands.
 Several solutions addressed the problem of 
keeping the iron hot. One option was to insert 
hot coals directly into a metal box at the base 
of the iron.   Another option was to use a liquid 
white gas in a tank mounted on the iron to pro-

vide constant heat.  Some have said that using 
one of these irons would be akin to “ironing with a Molotov cocktail.”  The 
Monitor iron used white gas in-
jected under pressure to a flame 
in the case, and was patented 
in 1903 by the Monitor Sadiron 
Company.  Monitor irons were 
used into the 1950s.
 The first electric iron was 
patented by Henry W. Seely in the 
U.S. just as the D&RG railroad 
was bringing tracks into Silverton 
in 1882.  Seely’s iron was heated by an arc of electricity between two carbon 
rods, weighed 15 pounds and was very unsafe.  Early electric irons looked a lot 
like typical flatirons with two prongs located at the base for the electric hookup.  
Laura McCluer’s iron, used in Durango prior to 1920, is a perfect example.  
When she got her new electric iron, the family says her old sadiron was used 
as a doorstop for many years. With constant heat provided by a safer energy 
source, electric irons quickly became the standard and certainly made the chore 
easier.  Now with modern wrinkle-free fabrics, ironing is mostly a memory of a 
once-laborious woman’s chore, embodied in the irons at the Animas Museum. 
Susan Jones, a volunteer at the Animas Museum, spends a lot of time ironing Victorian 
finery for her job as a narrator on the Durango and Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad.   

Monitor Iron : 
Animas Museum 

Collection

Sadiron with removable handle: 
Animas Museum Collection

Brass Chinese iron, missing its handle:  
Animas Museum Collection

Pre-1920 cast steel iron: 
Animas Museum Collection
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A charter member of the Electra Sporting Club, Helen Searcy was clearly pretty good at fishing.  
She was also an avid historian who interviewed old timers, wrote local history and preserved 
valuable local artifacts for future generations to enjoy.  Animas Museum photo archives   

Rod Ironside’s daughter, Elizabeth, made a startling discovery while 
preparing family heirlooms for donation to the Animas Museum. The 

stylish top hat she was examining had hand-written inscriptions inside, in-
scriptions her father had never noticed. These notations connected remote 
Silverton, Colorado with the national presidential political scene.
 The hat’s original owner, John W. Wingate, was one of the San Juan 
country’s earliest and most illustrious pioneers. The inscription on the 
hat band read, National Convention – Chicago 1888 – Harrison Hat and 

penciled on the fabric liner in the same 
hand was Jno. W. Wingate – Silverton 
Colorado. Wingate, a high-ranking 
Republican in the Silverton district, 
was a delegate to the Republican 
National Convention that nominated 
Benjamin Harrison in 1888.

 Rod Ironside’s grandmother, Helen 
M. Searcy, had come into posses-

sion of the hat many decades 
before. How and why had she 

gotten it? And for that matter, 
how had she also come to pos-
sess Wingate’s rare and valuable 

engraved solid silver pass from Otto Mears’s Silverton Railroad?
 For starters, Helen Searcy and her husband, Judge William N. Searcy, 
were old acquaintances of Wingate. All had been Silverton residents, and both 
the Wingate and Searcy families were among Silverton’s and Durango’s most 
prominent and active citizens. The Searcys were also friends with Otto Mears, 
and Helen had her own Silverton Railroad pass (one of the more common 
card-stock passes, dated 1908), which is now in the Museum’s collections.
 After Will Searcy was elected district judge in 1912, the Searcys even-
tually took up residence at 1361 East Third Avenue in Durango. John and 
Susan Wingate were their neighbors three blocks down the street. John & 
Susan’s daughter, Martha Wingate, attended Durango High School with 
the Searcy’s oldest daughter, Ruth. Perhaps most importantly, Helen Searcy 
took an abiding interest in local history. She helped organize the Sarah Platt 
Decker Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1917 and 
served as its regent from 1920-24.  
 By the late 1910s she had begun to interview local San Juan country 
pioneers and used the material to make presentations at DAR chapter 
meetings. Years later, many of these historical accounts would be published 
in four volumes titled Pioneers of the San Juan Country. Helen Searcy and 
Josie Moore Crum were the principal authors and organizers of Volume I, 
published in 1942, with Searcy also serving as chief editor.
 Helen Searcy interviewed John W. Wingate on at least two occasions, 
the last interview occurring just days before his death on November 15, 

Helen Searcy’s Gifts
By Robert McDaniel

1930. Ironically, Wingate’s story wasn’t published until several years after 
Mrs. Searcy passed away in 1947. Lena Stark Knapp officially authored 
Wingate’s story in Volume III of Pioneers (1952), but there’s no question 
about who had done the research and initial writing of that story.
 John and Susan Wingate moved to the West Coast in 1921, and it’s 
easy to imagine that he might have entrusted Helen Searcy with a couple 
of precious mementos before leaving so they might be preserved in the 
local community. Both items were indeed preserved and, decades later, 
became part of the Animas Museum’s collections. Oddly enough, the Har-

John W. Wingate’s Republican National Convention 
hat from 1888. Animas Museum Collection

|continued on page 8|
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rison hat and the Silver railroad pass traveled very different paths before 
reaching the Museum.
 Interest in the Otto Mears passes, both locally and nationally, seemed 
to blossom in the late 1930s. Josie Moore Crum wrote an article about the 
passes for Volume I of Pioneers. In it, Crum stated that Wingate’s silver 
pass was in the possession of the local DAR chapter. Helen Searcy had 
made that gift possible. For much of the next 60 years, the pass was kept 
in a safe deposit box. In 2001, Durango’s DAR chapter, with financial and 
moral support from the Neighbors of Woodcraft, donated the pass to the 
Animas Museum.
 The hat, on the other hand, passed down through the Searcy family to 
daughter Ruth, who won a coin toss with her younger sister, Helene. When 
Ruth died in 1956, her son Roderick Ironside inherited the hat after winning 
a similar coin toss with his older brother, Donald. He stored it for 50 years, 
never understanding its significance.

 Helen Searcy herself wore many hats. Daughter of pioneer Durango 
photographer Jacob A. Boston, she was a member of the local archeological 
society, the Durango Camera Club and, along with her husband, a charter 
member of the Electra Sporting Club. She was elected regional vice president 
of the Colorado State Historical Society and was a sponsor of the American-
ization School in Durango that held classes for immigrants seeking citizen-
ship. Her hand-tinted photographs spoke to her talent as an artist. 
 More than anything, though, she was the foremost local historian of 
her time. She researched, wrote, edited and published local history, but she 
also preserved hundreds, if not thousands of artifacts and photos from the 
region. Several hundred of those items were donated to the Animas Mu-
seum by her grandson, Rod Ironside, who loved the Museum and our local 
history almost as much as he revered his grandmother.
Robert McDaniel is a fourth-generation southwest Colorado native, the Animas 
Museum’s founding director and a kindred spirit of Helen Morten Searcy.

Our Practice owner, Dr. Jeep, was born and raised in Durango. Because of that, the personal touch we put on our hearing 
healthcare services stems from loving the Four Corners community and the people who live here.  We provide a comprehensive 
array of services related to prevention, evaluation, and rehabilitation of hearing impairment. These services include comprehensive 
hearing evaluations, specialized diagnostic testing, tinnitus evaluations, hearing aid fittings, and tinnitus management options. We 
evaluate newborns, infants, children, adults, and our mature populations thoroughly, then develop a treatment plan for individualized 
communication needs. 
 
Additionally, we serve individuals with normal hearing through hearing conservation and education on hearing protection. The clinic 
offers custom made hearing protection for hunters, people who work in a noisy environment, motorcyclists, fire fighters, dentists, 
and many other noisy hobbies and professions. Custom-made in-the-ear monitors are available for musicians, and custom fit ear-
pieces for hands-free cell phone and iPod use are available. The popular custom-made swim molds are a must-have for both chil-
dren and adults who enjoy swimming and going to the beach. We even have a sleep plug style for individuals who are light sleepers 
or who have snoring companions.  
 
We're here to help people with hearing loss live the life they want with the hearing they have and to help prevent hearing loss from 
being acquired. See our services page for more information. 

 

Two Convenient Locations: 

799 East Third Street, Suite 1       
Durango, CO 81301 

20 South Market Street                
Cortez, CO 81321 

970-375-2369 

www.animasvalleyaudiology.com 
Dr. Chandace Jeep Au.D. 
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At 6 feet tall and weighing in right around 185 pounds, Violet Smith was not 
exactly a tiny little flower. Add to that her propensity to cuss like, well, a 

miner, and hold off mine inspectors with shotguns and two by fours, and you 
have the stuff of legend right here in Durango.
 Violet, born in 1905 in Texas, and her husband, Irvin, took over sole owner-
ship of the King Coal Mine over by Hesperus in 1948, although they had worked 
it in partnership with others since 1935. There was no doubt that she was the 
boss. 
 Believing that individuals had the right to work without government inter-
ference, she had no truck with Federal mine inspectors. Stories abound about 

her fierce determination to keep 
the Feds off her property. One 
incident had her meeting the 
inspectors with a shotgun, telling 
them that if they set one foot on 
her property, she was going to 
blast them into eternity.  Another 
involves an inspector who made 
the mistake of showing her his 
holstered revolver thinking he 

would intimidate this woman.  Be-
fore he knew it, she had pulled his 
coat down over his arms, grabbed 
the pistol, and told him to get the 

hell off her property! He didn’t waste any time in leaving. 
 She also had no tolerance with men who spent all their money on drink. 
Her husband would sometimes sneak into town to drink with the boys.  When 
Violet would find out, she would go into town, clear out the tavern and haul 
her husband home. It was said that the men would cower when she made her 
appearance. Sam Green, the town bully, made the mistake of going out drinking 
with Irvin. When she found him, she beat him up.  Sam was so embarrassed that 
he left town, never to return. Some referred to her as “Violent” Smith.
 But Violet was also considered to be kind-hearted and generous. She sold 
her coal to the townspeople at almost two-thirds less than her competitors and 
would make every effort to get people their coal on time during the winter.  By 
herself, she built a house for her family, including plumbing and electrical. She 
also made her children’s clothes and had a houseful of beautiful hand-embroi-
dered and crocheted items.  She even won prizes for her quilting. Concerning 
all these, she once said, “I gotta keep my hands busy when I’m not out shoveling 
coal.” As one of her contemporaries said, she was “just the kindest, lovingest soul 
and could cuss like a trooper.”
 Although she had troubles with the Bureau of Mines and the state, she was 
awarded the small-operator safety award by the Colorado Division of Mines.  

Violet Smith-“I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, 
but, kiddo, can I cuss!”

By George Johnson

She also spoke out of state on mine safety.  She was fastidious about her safety 
and that of her workers. 
 Interestingly enough, when Governor Love signed a bill removing a ban on 
women working in the coal mines, Violet stated “To heck with women’s rights!” 
She felt it was hard enough for men in the mines let alone allowing a woman 
inside. How would they ever use the toilet with all the equipment they would be 
required to wear?
 Violet sold the mine in 1979 and passed away at Four Corners Health Care 
Center in June, 1993 at age 87. She was said to have given up cussing some years 
previous.
George Johnson is a volunteer at the Animas Museum.

Violet and Irvin Smith owned the King Coal Mine for more than 30 years. Violet sold the mine in 
the 1970s. A friend said she was the kindest, most loving soul who could cuss like a trooper! Her hard 
hat and battery pack are in the Animas Museum collections. Photo courtesy of Duane Smith.

While Violet Smith had no qualms about advertis-
ing her opinions of government regulations, she also 
received a mine safety award from the Colorado Divi-
sion of Mines. Violet’s sign is in the Animas Museum 
Collections. Animas Museum Photo
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from the collections of the animAs museum

Among the first items donated to 
the Animas Museum, this Denver 
and Rio Grande Western brakeman’s 
signal lantern had its original handle 
replaced – maybe after years of use.  
The lantern was made by the Adams 
and Westlake Company, a railroad 
supplies manufacturer known across 
the country as Adlake.

This Plains Indian doll 
with beadwork decorations 
on a red trade cloth dress 
was made around 1900.  
It was part of the Durango 
Public Library’s large 
doll collection, which 
was donated to the 
Animas Museum.

These Ute buckskin gauntlets 
feature floral beadwork designs, 
which became popular by the 
mid-20th century.  The gauntlets are 
on display at the Museum as part of 
an exhibit on Ute Beadwork. 

Gustave Adolph Ambold used this stock saddle 
while working cattle on his ranch near Hermosa. 
It was made by the famous Denver saddle maker 
Herman Heizer in about 1921, and is stamped 
“Guaranteed Heizer Denver”.
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from the collections of the animas museum

Local photographer W.R. Rowland photographed the Durango High School 
soon after its completion. Construction began in 1916 on the school, which 
was open from 1917 until 1976.  The building now houses the administrative 
offices of Durango School District 9R. 

One of many tokens in the 
Animas Museum collections, 
this brass token probably 
dates to the Strater’s first 
few years of operations in 
the late 1880s, when it was 
known as the Strater House. 

This Ute Mountain Ute courting flute is made of red cedar, wrapped with 
buckskin thongs, and decorated with paint and a carved animal figure. One 
legend says that only the young woman being courted could hear the notes 
played on the flute. 

Alice Barlow Paulek donated these barrel stave skis from the Paulek Ranch.

The Animas Museum keeps history alive for the present and the future through both its programs and the careful preservation of local 
artifacts and documents. The Museum’s goal is to preserve diverse collections representing all cultures and peoples of the region. 

Many items from the collections are featured in rotating exhibits. Stop by the Museum and see what’s on display.
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The Animas Museum has an extensive collection of items under its roof. 
Guidelines for what we accept are driven by condition, size, provenance, and 

what kind of stories they can tell us. We take items that enhance and augment 
the existing collections. We also strive to build a collection that represents all 
of the diverse cultures of La Plata County.  Our historic photograph collection 
is one of the Museum’s flagships. We encourage people to donate their original 
important photographs of people and places in La Plata County. If individu-
als do not want to part with the originals, we ask them to please let us scan the 
originals for our collection. 
 The Animas Museum currently has over 20,000 items in our Collections 
Database, including 3-D objects, photographs, post cards, and ephemera such 
as important documents and letters. We also have items that are not catalogued 
and do not yet appear in the collections database.  A recent IMLS grant, which 
ended in October of 2015, provided funding to hire two full-time employees to 
photograph, catalog, and re-house thousands of items. Now that this grant has 

From Aquisition to Conservation: 
Collections Care at the Animas Museum

By Mona Charles

been completed, we work with one half-time collections staff member and a very 
limited budget.  
 From the time the Collections Committee or the Collections Manager at the 
Animas Museum takes an item into our permanent collection, we are dedicated 
to caring for this object in perpetuity. Taking in an item means we need: 1) a 
deed-of-gift from the donor so that we have legal title to the item, 2) available 
space to house the item, 3) archival supplies to store and care for the item, and 
4) personnel that can document, photograph and house the items. These are 
time consuming and costly steps. For example, once we decide to accept an item, 
we type up a deed-of-gift on acid-free paper, sign it with archival ink, assign an 
accession number to the item, place the deed-of-gift in an archival folder, and 
enter the accession information into the Collections Database. 
 After we complete the initial steps of acquisition, we determine if the item, 
in its current state, is safe to bring into our newly constructed Collections Stor-
age Area. In the case of most textiles, we put the items through a freezing cycle 

Items like this Navajo wedding basket and this D&RG Railroad lamp are preserved at the  
Animas Museum to keep La Plata County history alive for present and future generations.  
Animas Museum photo

|continued on page 14|
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to kill any pests (bugs) that might have hitchhiked along on the item. We have a 
freezer room where items rotate in and out so we can be confident that no pests 
are transported into our collections. After freezing, most items need light vacu-
uming to remove dirt and anything adhering to them. We do not, as a rule, wash 
items that come into our collections. We routinely monitor a series of sticky 
traps throughout the building but especially in the Collections Storage Area to 
identify the presence of any bugs and make sure that they are eliminated. 
 Once a donation is ready to become part of our permanent collection, the 
documentation begins. We start with assigning a unique catalog number to 
each item. Worksheets detailing many properties of the object including both 
qualitative and quantitative properties are completed. These worksheets are then 
entered into the Collections Database and the donations are marked with per-
manent catalog numbers. If the items are paper, we scan them. If they are 3-D, 
they are photographed before they are housed. After they have been scanned or 
photographed, they are placed in archival containers specific for the object type.  
Whenever possible, the item is stored with like objects on rolling space saver 
shelving we purchased with grant money from the State Historical Fund. Large 
textiles such as rugs and quilts are rolled onto archival tubes and stored this way. 

 All across the country museums, large and small, are faced with what is now 
termed the “Curation Crisis”. Essentially, there is not enough space or money to 
care for our nation’s history. Many small museums are closing while others are 
placing temporary moratoria on acquisitions. The cost of curation is so high that 
many institutions with collections, especially large ones, require upfront fees. Fees 
are based on the amount of storage space required. Most of these fees run in the 
neighborhood of $400 to $600 dollars a cubic foot or $300 to $600 dollars a linear 
foot. Some museums require monetary donations from the donor in an amount 
based on a percentage of the assessed value of the item. At the Animas Museum, 
we do not currently charge upfront fees or require a donor fee. We are however, 
faced with the high costs of curation and we must seek outside funding in order to 
maintain our collections facility at the standards appropriate for our donations. 
 As one of several hundred not-for-profit organizations in Southwest Colo-
rado, we are often competing for the same pool of money. Donations to the Ani-
mas Museum help keep our Collections Storage Area open to conserve, preserve, 
and exhibit our wonderful local history. 
Mona Charles is the Animas Museum Collections Manager and Grant Project 
Director.

Open at 5 PM Daily
147 East College Drive, Downtown Durango

OREHOUSERESTAURANT.COM
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It’s been 104 years since burro-packer Olga Little rescued 18 starving 
miners from the Neglected Mine high in the La Plata Mountains. In the 

entire Rocky Mountains, she is the only known female packer who used 
a burro string to haul in supplies and haul out ore. Most of the trails she 
travelled rose above 10,000 feet and many of the mines were above 11,000 
feet. Named in her honor, Olga Little Mountain rises to 11,426 feet east of 
Kennebec Pass in the La Plata Mountains. 
 She packed from 1909 into the 1940s, taking supplies into the La Plata 
mines. Olga charged $5 a ton to bring coal up to the mines with her two 
strings of 20 burros. She’d load each burro with three 70 lb. sacks, one on each 
side and one on top. Olga lifted and loaded those heavy sacks by herself. 
 She may have been a petite 5 foot 4 inches tall but she was whipcord strong 
and cut from pioneer cloth. Nothing fazed her and she did a man’s job without 
hesitation. She’d travel in any weather and take any risk. Over the years she 
packed out injured men and even corpses. She was a resourceful woman who 
excelled in a man’s vocation. Now an important female artist, Veryl Goodnight, 
is painting and sculpting the Olga Little legend. Here is Veryl’s story…
 I have been a professional sculptor and painter for four and half decades. 
Animals and western history, particularly the stories of the strong women who 
helped shape the west, have been the inspiration behind my creativity.  I live 
on the western edge of the La Plata Mountains, less than a half hour drive from 
Olga Little’s former ranch in May Day, Colorado. My initial interest in trying 
to portray Olga Little took flight when Andrew Gulliford shared an article he 

had written for the Durango Herald. 
This story conjured up images that I 
just had to paint and sculpt – but how 
was I going to get adequate reference 
material to begin to do justice to this 
complex subject? 
 I was put in touch with 
Harold Nelson, a burro fancier 
and a history buff. I didn’t have 
a burro of my own at this time 
and had not even met Harold 
in person.  Harold, however, 
rose to the task. He recruited 
three neighbors, borrowed 
a few extra burros, bought 
“timbers” and hauled all 
of us up to Mosquito Pass 
near Leadville to do a “re-
enactment” on October 
29, 2012. 

Painting Colorado’s Own Female Jackpacker
By Andrew Gulliford and Veryl Goodnight

 Harold led a burro packing the “timbers”.  His friend led two more bur-
ros, each packed with “ore”. The “ore” bags were actually filled with alfalfa 
cubes. Deana Lurue, also 5’4” tall, came with her own horse and wore a hat 
identical to Olga’s that I had brought with me from Mancos. The entourage 
was completed with Barb Dolan, a famous burro racer who has claimed 
the “Triple Crown” in burro racing thirteen times.  My husband and I ran 
ahead, above, below and behind the caravan of models, taking pictures and 
directing where possible.  
 Three years later I finally had enough additional material and experi-
ence, as well as a burro of my own, to complete a major 40” high x 30” wide 
painting called “Olga’s Return.”  In this painting all but the back burro are 
halter-less. If you study the historic photos, you will note this is frequently 
the case. Burros follow far better than they lead and once they know a trail, 

Olga Little was renowned as a lady jack packer in southwestern Colorado. She used burros, 
which were easier to load than mules and more sure-footed on the trails. This photo of Olga 
with a favorite burro, Mutt, was donated to the Animas Museum by a relative of Olga’s.   
Schaaf Collection Animas Museum photo archives

Olga Little wore these high-laced riding boots along with a 
brimmed hat, a jacket and trousers as she led her burros over 
the steep, rocky trails to bring supplies to the mines in the La 
Plata Mountains. These boots and her saddle are in the collec-
tions of the Animas Museum. Animas Museum photo

|continued on page 16|
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it is infinitely easier to let them chart their own course.  
 When I was given a burro by our neighbors, I asked Barb Dolan for 
advice on how to handle him.  She said to always remember that burros 
are “CAUTIOUS not STUBBORN”. This simple exchange of words, adjusts 
your entire attitude when handling burros.
 Tyler Willbanks, a burro-lover since childhood, emphasized the same 
advice. Tyler packed my burro DonKey for me so I could sculpt “Prospec-
tor’s Partner,” a burro loaded with a miner’s gear.  He then taught me to 
secure a pack with a “Double Diamond” knot.  I figured that Olga had to 
have one burro packed with her own supplies during her treks to the mines.  
I took the artistic liberty of packing her gear on DonKey, held tight by the 
Double Diamond that I tied myself.  
 “Olga’s Return” was shown at the Autry National Center in Los Ange-
les during the Masters of the American West art show in 2015.  One of the 
docents who was particularly taken with the painting shared Olga’s story 
with thousands of visitors during the two months while the painting hung 
there.  I was thrilled when “Olga’s Return” made a final journey to a home 
in Cortez, Colorado.  Olga is back home where she belongs.
Andrew Gulliford is a professor of history and Environmental Studies at Fort Lewis Col-
lege. He can be reached at gulliford_a@fortlewis.edu. Veryl Goodnight has completed 
over 200 sculptures and 20 life-size or larger monuments reflecting her Western roots. 
Her work has been repeatedly featured in all major American art magazines.   

& Associates
954 East Second Avenue #201,  
Durango, Colorado 81301
970-247-0506 durangocpas.com

Since 1957

OUR HISTORY IS LONG. 
And our story continues to be written.
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Growing up in Italy, Rosetta Bodo was a hard worker. Little did she know 
that her labors in her native country were just the prelude to an arduous 

but rewarding life in America.  She was born Rosalia “Rosetta” Ballegio on July 
18, 1885 in the city of Cirié, in the Torino Province of Italy. Her father operated 
a barbershop while her mother ran a restaurant in the downstairs section of 
the family’s home. When Rosetta was 10 years old, she went to work at a textile 
factory for 10 hours a day. After her factory shift, she would come home to do 
chores and wait on tables at the restaurant. Due to the hard life she endured as a 
child, Rosetta vowed to marry the first man who asked her. That man turned out 
to be Mike Bodo. 
 Mike was also born in the Provence of Torino, Italy but he travelled to 
America and back before he met Rosetta. He was born Michele Bodoira on 
November 6, 1882. When he was 16, he moved to America with his mother, 
stepfather and various brothers and sisters. Michele’s stepfather, Francesco, had 
worked on the Simplon Tunnel which went through the French Alps to connect 
France and Italy. With the extension of narrow gauge railways into more mining 
towns, new mining jobs were opening up in Colorado.  American companies 
were recruiting European miners like Francesco to work in Colorado. 
 Michele found work at the Durango Smelter. For convenience at the Smelt-
er’s payroll department, Michele Bodoira’s name was Americanized to Mike 
Bodo. Each week on payday, Mike would give his paycheck to his mother, but 
kept a few dollars to spend at the saloon. One night, Mike had been gambling 
at the roulette wheel. He only had one nickel left, so he decided to try his luck 
at roulette one last time. He won and he kept winning. By the end of the night, 
Mike had won somewhere between $7,000 and $8,000. With his new found 
wealth, Mike quit his job at the Smelter and returned to Italy to find a wife. 
 In 1905, Mike brought Rosetta back to the United States on a steamship. She 
was in steerage class and not allowed to go up on deck. She remembered being 
stuck with other seasick women and children below deck for the entire voyage 
across the Atlantic. Immigration records show the couple arrived in New York 
City on May 14, 1905. She was held on Ellis Island for two or three days in quar-
antine. She did not know any English. Once released, they boarded the train for 
Colorado. 
 When the couple arrived in Durango, they stayed with Mike’s parents for 
about a year. The family lived in the “Mexican Flats” neighborhood which was in 
the area of present-day Santa Rita Park.  Despite its name, the neighborhood was 
home to immigrants from around the world. Here, Rosetta gave birth to Mike 
Bodo Jr. on May 31, 1906.
 Later that year, Mike Sr. and Rosetta moved their small, young family to 
Porter, so Mike Sr. could work at the coal mine. The mining town of Porter was 
located off of present day Wildcat Canyon Road (CR 141). While in Porter, Ro-
setta operated a boarding house for around 20 miners. She offered beds, meals, 
and washing for about $20 in gold per man each month.
 After about a year in Porter, the Bodo family moved to the southeastern Colo-
rado coal mining towns of Scofield and Trinidad between 1907 and 1909. In both 

The Bodos: From Italy to the Ranch
 By Amber Lark

Rosetta Bodo (standing) with her family in 1916 from left to right: Mike Jr., Archie, Vernon, 
Mike Sr., and Rose. The Bodo family started out by renting land. Their ranch holdings grew over 
time to include the land that is now Bodo Park and much of Lake Nighthorse. Bodo Collection, 
Animas Museum photo archives

|continued on page 18|
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towns, Mike Sr. worked in the mines and Rosetta ran another boarding house. 
On January 1, 1908, the day the family moved from Scofield to Trinidad, Rosetta 
somehow managed to also give birth to their second child, Rose. Eventually, the 
family moved back to Durango where Archie Bodo was born on May 6, 1909. 
 After the Bodo family moved back to Durango, they decided to take up 
farming along Junction Creek. They started a small truck garden and sold veg-
etables to local businesses and families door-to-door. They then moved onto 32 
acres which they rented in Ridges Basin on March 1, 1912. Rosetta gave birth to 
their last child, Vernon, on August 9, 1912.
 The Bodos slowly acquired land in Ridges Basin and in the 1920s, the family 
started buying cattle. Mike Sr. concentrated on the farming, while Mike Jr. took 
control over the cattle ranching. Rosetta kept a Labor Record Book which is now 
in the collections of the Animas Museum. It listed everyone who ever worked on 
the ranch, but Mike still handled the payroll. Mike Bodo Sr. died in 1960. Rosetta 
Bodo outlived her husband for a few years, and died in 1968. 
 The Bodo farm passed to the next generation. After more than 60 years of 
ranching and farming, the Bodos decided it was time for a change. They divided 
the land and donated a large portion to the Colorado Division of Wildlife.  Much 
of this land eventually became part of Lake Nighthorse. Another portion of the 
land was sold to be developed as the Bodo Industrial Park. 
Amber Lark is pursuing a master’s degree in Museum Studies at the University of  
Oklahoma.  She is an intern at the Animas Museum. 

ARCHIVE  LIBRARY  MUSEUM
970-247-7456   http://swcenter.fortlewis.edu

OFFERING FREE ADMISSION and FREE SUMMER PARKING
Check our website for special event dates, including our 

summer lecture series “A Year in the Life of the West”

Image: Great Sand Dunes National Park 
and Preserve, from the Center of Southwest 
Studies Jack Cooper Photograph Collection.

EXHIBITS
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Celebrating the National Park 
Service in the Southwest
Opening Reception June 23, 2016
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Picturing A History of Isleta Pueblo 
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Both exhibits close December 6, 2016.
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The public is always welcome.



History La Plata ~ If Our Artifacts Could Talk… June 5, 2016 ~ Volume XXII

A Publication of the La Plata County Historical Society ~ www.animasmuseum.org  

19

Along the Florida River, she was known as Mrs. Tim McCluer. Perhaps 
to those who knew her well, she was Mella McCluer, a fellow pioneer. 

In the summer of 1875, Mella and Tim were the first white settlers to home-
stead along the Florida River. They had traveled through today’s Wolf Creek 
Pass area. Tim rode horseback while a pregnant Mella drove the wagon with 
their two small sons, Holbert and Joseph. They settled along the Florida 
River and built a cabin. They were soon joined by C.E. Hampton in the fall 
of 1875. 
 The early relations between the settlers and the Ute Indians were 
troublesome, but Tim McCluer developed a good relationship with Chief 
Ignacio and the McCluer family had a relatively peaceful existence.  The 
McCluers raised eleven children with four sons and three daughters living 
to adulthood.  Their third son, Timothy Jacob Jr., was born in January 1876, 
the first white child born in present-day La Plata County. Tim McCluer 
went on to become the local Indian agent and a state senator in the 1870s. 
He was well liked throughout the area and considered to be a ‘peacemaker’, 
especially during the hostilities at the time of the Meeker Massacre in 
northwest Colorado. Tim died during travels in Guaymas, Mexico in 1912.  
His body was returned home and he is buried in the Florida Cemetery.  
 The McCluers were a respected family and Tim’s accomplishments were 
notable.  Mella’s rich family history is less known.  Born Maria Manuela 
Gallegos in the Taos District of the New Mexico Territory in 1846, she was 
the daughter of Juan Gallegos and Maria Salomi Baca; through her mother’s 
family, she is descended from the Cabeza de Vaca lineage of Spain. 
 The Spanish and Mexican family story is a colorful one. According to 
family history, a farmer ancestor in southern Spain assisted King Ferdinand 
during the expulsion of the Moors in 1492 by erecting a cow skull on his 

fence post, thereby directing the royal 
troops in their conquest.  As a reward 

the family was named “Cabeza de 
Vaca” (Cow’s Head) by the king.  

Later in 1528, a family member, 
Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, 
participated in the ill-fated 
Narvaez expedition to colo-
nize Florida and New Spain. 
During that trip, only four 
expedition members survived. 
After eight years of tortuous 
travel along the Gulf Coast and 
into the southwestern United 

States, the survivors arrived in New 
Spain (today’s Mexico). Cabeza de 
Vaca and the black slave, Esteban 
were the two notable survivors.

The Deep Hispana Roots of Mella Gallegos McCluer
 By Ruth E. Lambert

Mella McCluer kept this little pot on display in 
her kitchen. The McCluers built a cabin near the 
Florida River in the summer of 1875 and filed the 
first homestead claim along the Florida. The pot 
is part of the McCluer Collection at the Animas 
Museum.  Animas Museum photo 

Mella McCluer and her husband Tim were the first white settlers to homestead along the Florida 
River.  She is believed to be the woman on the left who is strumming the instrument. Tim is the 
man in the middle. This photograph may have been taken while the family was traveling in 
Mexico. McCluer Collection, Animas Museum photo archives

 The 38-year-old Cabeza de Vaca returned to Spain, wrote of his  
experiences, and never returned to the New World.  Other family  
members migrated to New Spain in the 1700s and settled in the northern 
territory around today’s Las Vegas, New Mexico. During that time, their 
family name of de Vaca became de Baca, possibly due to pronunciation 
differences.
 In 1820, descendant Luis Maria Cabeza de Baca petitioned the Span-
ish Crown for a land grant and was awarded the Las Vegas Grande (The 
Big Meadows) Land Grant. The family maintained large cattle herds on the 
land but frequently left due to Indian raids. In 1835, the family permanently 
returned to their land to find that settlements were being established in the 
areas of Las Vegas, New Mexico and Trindad, Colorado. The Baca family 
petitioned the US Congress to formally recognize their land grant under 
the terms of the 1848Treaty of Guadalupe Hildalgo, but due to the existing 
towns and settlement, Congress in 1860 awarded the Baca family 500,000 
acres of land in five separate 100,000-acre parcels in California, Arizona, 
New Mexico and Colorado. Consequently, the grant became known as the 
‘floating’ Baca Land Grant.  In Colorado, Baca Land Grant No. 4 is located 
in the San Luis Valley, north of Alamosa.  Today it is known as the Baca 
National Wildlife Refuge. 

|continued on page 20|
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 Mella’s family was wealthy with land, livestock and commerce connec-
tions. Her uncle was merchant Felipe Baca who helped establish Trinidad, 
which was named after his daughter. The family wealth was evident with a 
wedding gift to Mella of a personal servant, Hertendus Kuitaina, a 32 year 
old Paiute woman. She had been captured from her native band, tattooed as 
a slave by other Indians, and later acquired by the Baca family.  In the Mc-
Cluer household she was known as Trudy. She loved the McCluer children 
and remained with the family until her death in 1908.  Trudy is buried in 
the family plot in the Florida Cemetery with the inscription “Faithful”, an 
epitaph Tim McCluer said was fitting. 

 In her later years, Mella lived with her daughter Mella McCluer Bohlick 
in California.  She passed away in November 1927 and her remains were 
returned to Durango. Because the family plot at Florida Cemetery was full, 
she is buried at Greenmount Cemetery.  She was reported to be a gracious 
and kind woman and highly respected by her pioneer and Ute neighbors. 
As with many other pioneers, she brought her rich, unusual, and dignified 
heritage to La Plata County. 
Ruth Lambert is the Cultural Program Director for the San Juan Mountains Associa-
tion and the Volunteer Coordinator at the Animas Museum.  

Do you know this woman? This striking photograph was taken some time 
after the Durango High School was completed in 1917. The donor believes the 
image came from either his grandmother’s or his great aunt’s photo album.  
It’s one of many images in the Animas Museum photograph collection.  
Animas Museum photo archives
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Helen Sloan Daniels may not have come to La Plata County in a 
covered wagon, but she was still a pioneer for her time. The grand-

daughter of 19th century settler Robert E. Sloan, Helen is most famously 
known as an amateur archaeologist in the Durango area. She was also a 
trail blazer for women in education and the work force.
 In 1920, she graduated from Boulder’s University of Colorado with 
a degree in English literature. That was a good year for women’s equal-
ity, particularly because the 19th Amendment was passed, which allowed 
women to vote. There were, however, still several drastic differences 
between the sexes. The year Helen graduated, 31,980 men graduated from 
college while only 16,642 women achieved the same honor. In a time 
when so few women were achieving college degrees, Helen proved that 
she could keep up with men in any way she chose.
 During the Great Depression of the 1930s Helen was involved with a 
New Deal agency under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration. 
This agency, known as the National Youth Administration (NYA), was in-
tended to provide education and work opportunities to young Americans 
between the ages of 16 and 24. Similar in scope to other agencies such as 
the Works Progress Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps, 
the NYA allowed and even encouraged women to participate. Further, it 
was designed to allow participants to live at home while they worked on 
NYA projects. This meant that women could be financial contributors to 
their families, which gave them independence and new purpose in a time 

when women were typically expected 
to remain in the home. During 

her work with the NYA, Helen 
supervised several projects 
geared toward document-
ing archaeological sites in La 
Plata County before they were 
destroyed during New Deal-
funded construction projects. 
Such projects included the La 
Plata County grandstand and 

horse barns, neither of which 
is still standing. Between 1936 and 

1940 she supervised 75 young people, 
introducing them to the field of archae-
ology. In her 1940 report The Durango 
Public Library Museum Project, Helen 
describes the work assigned to the 
young people she supervised, includ-
ing typing reports and tracing the 
pictographs at the archaeological sites. 

Helen Sloan Daniels, a Modern Pioneer
 By Anna Crona

Helen Sloan Daniels is pictured here in her Durango High School graduation portrait from 1916.  
Helen supervised several archaeological survey and excavation projects in La Plata County.   
She also cared for the museum collection in the Durango Public Library.  
Animas Museum photo archives

This pot is a water jar from the Acoma 
Pueblo. It was probably made in the 
1870s. It was one of more than two dozen 
historic pots under Helen Sloan Daniels’ 
care at the Durango Public Library. The 
Library’s collection has since been trans-
ferred to the Animas Museum. Animas 
Museum photo

|continued on page 22|
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Workers also recorded the site dates acquired through dendrochronol-
ogy analysis (tree ring dating), a newly emerging technology at the time. 
This important work allowed for the preservation of valuable information 
about human behavior of the past.

 In addition to her excavation 
work through the NYA, Helen 

was also the curator of the 
museum at the Durango 
Public Library for many years. 
Established in part by Helen’s 
grandfather, the Durango 
Public Library owned a large 
collection of archaeological 
artifacts, including pottery, 

woven baskets and jewelry. The 
Library also served as the public 

institution through which the NYA 
archaeology program received fund-
ing. Helen maintained and cared for the 
museum space, and handled the proper 
storage and treatment of these valuable 

artifacts. As such, Helen was in an important position of power and was 
an advocate for the preservation and care of La Plata County’s history.
 While most of her interest and time was spent on preserving the 
history of the past, Helen was also an active member in several women’s 
groups in town, including the Sarah Platt Decker chapter of the Daughters 
of the American Revolution, the National League of the American Pen 
Women, and the Reading Club of Durango. 
 Helen Sloan Daniels passed away on May 16, 1979, having led an 
extraordinary life for anyone, let alone a woman living in the cultural 
climate of the mid-1900s. Helen left most of her collection to Fort Lewis 
College and to the Durango Public Library. Some of the artifacts that 
went to the Library are now housed at the Animas Museum, joining other 
items that were donated from her estate. Her donation continues to help 
us learn more of the ancient cultures of La Plata County. Her academic 
outreach continues to be appreciated, and her archaeology reports are still 
used by researchers today. 
Anna Crona received her B.A. in anthropology from Fort Lewis College and is 
the Museum Assistant at the Animas Museum. Her primary academic interests 
include historical archaeology and bioarchaeology. 

This rare Kiapkwa polychrome pot was 
made before 1840 at Zuni Pueblo and 
was part of the collection under Daniels’ 
care. Animas Museum photo
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Your membership dues support the Animas Museum and help keep La Plata County history and culture 
alive for present and future generations.  Your donations help preserve the artifacts that are a legacy for 

the future. Contributions also fund our exhibits and programs, which tell the stories of our community.
The La Plata County Historical Society is a private, non-profit organization.  We rely on our dedicated volun-

teers and community support. The only government funding we receive comes from the grants we apply for. 
Volunteers are welcome.  If you are interested in volunteering on a regular basis, or if you want to help with 

just one project, we could use your help. Contact the Museum for more information. 

Join us

New Member ______ Renewal ______ Gift Membership ______ Gift from ______________________________

Ask for information about becoming a Lifetime member!

La Plata COUNTY Historical Society Membership Form

Use the form to join the historical 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

To save paper, please send us your email address to 
receive our full color digital newsletter in your inbox!

Please make checks payable to LPCHS
and send with this form to:

LPCHS     P.O. Box 3384    Durango, Co    81302

Name

Address

City

State  Zip Code

Phone

Email

❏ Hardcopy Newsletter  ❏ Electronic Newsletter

I would like to make an additional donation of $ ____________
In memory of: _______________________________________
or to the:
General Fund $ ____________  Building Fund $ ____________
Collections Care Fund $ ____________
Endowment Fund [$500 min] ____________

Basic Membership:
Basic members receive free admission to the Museum, a quar terly 
newsletter and two guest passes to share with friends/ family. 
Single  .................................................................. $35
Family.................................................................. $50
Pioneer (individual over 65)  ........................... $25
Student (w/ ID)  ................................................. $15

Enhanced Membership:
Enhanced members receive free admission to the Museum, a quarterly 
newsletter, a 10% discount in museum store, special invitation to 
events and four guest passes to share with friends/family.
Single  .................................................................. $45
Family.................................................................. $60
Pioneer (individual over 65)  ........................... $30
Centennial  ......................................................... $125

Business Membership: 
Small Business (5 or fewer employees)  .......... $150
Medium Business (6-11 employees)  .............. $200
Corporate (12 or more employees)  ................ $250
Enhanced membership benefits apply.

Visit the museum online at www.animasmuseum.org


