The Mining Boom

Before Gunnison Country's boom began Historic Points 1879-1893
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In 1879, soldiers arrived in Ute lands
in northwestern Colorado due to rising
tensions with the Utes in the White

City of Gunnison

Due to its location at the crossroads
of the mining areas, the town of
Gunnison grew quickly in 1879. Wild

\| speculation filled merchant stores and

| sparked real estate sales. In 1880, a
bank secretly shipped $30,000 to

1 Gunnison to help fuel the frenzy. The
population rose to 3,500 in 1881 and

. |to 5,000 in 1882. Ben Lewis, a St.

Louis millionaire, had plans to turn
Gunnison into the "Pittsburg of the

| West" based on nearby coal and iron
“Jores. He started a Water and Gas

Works Co. to supply a city of 30,000

| people. He financed building the
1grandest hotel on the Western Slope,

the La Veta ("Vein") Hotel. The
four story hotel boasted a 56 foot
rotunda with hammered glass skylights,

& 107 rooms, and the largest plate glass

mirror in Colorado behind the bar.
Construction started in 1881 and it was
finished in 1884, after the bust. It

was one of the many buildings located
in what was then called West Gunnison,
a result of an early real estate

dispute which created competing

| commercial areas within several blocks

of each other. Its location on

| Boulevard St. weakened its long-term
| prospects. Instead of grandeaur it

| became the poster child of the boom's
* | wild speculation. Between 1909 and

1925, the La Veta offered a free meal

‘i to each guest on any day that the sun
' | didn't shine, only paying off a few

times. The top three floors were
removed in the 1940s and its elegant
furnishings sold.

La Veta Hotel

Town of Crested Butte
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construction of a sawmill in 1879 that

River area. Viewing this as an act of
war, the Utes killed 11 civilians at the .
Indian Agency near Meeker and many of
the soldiers. Fear of a general Ute
uprising quickly spread throughout
Colorado, undoubtedly spurred along by
those interested in opening up the area | ] ; A3t 7% v : ., o - . ¢ T __ N e : e ; — g - T = nelg, \ :
to mining. Chief Ouray and a Ute 2 AEY CUEREE RS [ VP el b SRR ) € Y e SO o RN P Rt U R TR T T e M o AR TR PR o NS BT BT gl ey, T .'.;_..r_f.’
delegation spent 60 days on a trip to - 1 s ; Ay Yeke 7 | ey . " 4 el P, R N ol s ! 7 e : . ' , iy : : Fei Ly ¢ : o :
"’f'—?r;ﬁe c mlnps near (ﬁrbon Peak \ were

Washington DC, quickly learning the
extent of the white man’s power. The 7 iserv 'c'i'-"by‘fseveralx ns. The flrst was
Utes were pressured into signing a what |s:noW4¢alled *Old Baldwin’, up Carbon ; : \ : _
Creek. ther up Qarbpn Creek was the town A\ areram.. :
J i Qe (NS i >~ destroyed by an

treaty and were forced out in August !
1881. Otto Mears helped seal the deal |- = = "7 : T = of Kubl:;;at the Kublér Mlne. The Rlchardson g £1: ¥ L MR 1 A7 INioiCity, o B i . Y : avalanche in 1884 |
by paying each Ute $2 to sign the treaty. [i//s g .I . - 0 o ; - FIT2 0 o ki e i 7 Mlne.w the first coal m":"e in the reg|on, Just s . I o __ piee= Aed o ) VA J i . ' o il o & B .__._.:_ S R PN 1. . "' | gl Magﬁ’a‘éhar_tlaom i > g | & th e R
The 1400 plus Tabequache Utes left their P A - = - ~across Carbon Creek from Kubler. In 1877, the ~ T o5 JGUnnison gl e 7 PR B o -5',» (e T e A e S i ee"'-
native Gunnison Country homeland with - town pf Baldwin was created along Ohio Creek; -f ' ’ . : = =) :
2
Tenderfoot

8,000 ponies, joining the White River f |ts bu|l.d|ngs remam today
\ s Mountalr‘%

. . el _,-r: 1'" : . " i . Fis ; ? | -|- ) W ey Lo Alpine 5 o
| Ina_\re F : = T i . S i Y : 3 LY Tincup ass’ L R R RO o
; .-j .’..,-P l...; AL T ; - o o e o | r ! | b o L n'W. Drew, = ] ) i & i St'!EImo % / L

‘\.
‘C’]
if &

il
a- --Jo

e

" rail town,o_n the
'D.S.P.& P. line,

and Unitah Utes on a 4.5 million acre
reservation in northeastern Utah.
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Before arrival of the railroad in 1881,
toll roads provided the critical routes
needed for bringing in supplies and
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area located west of Pittsburgh required
crossing the very steep Angel Pass
(12,200 ft) and is a spectacular example
of the burro's ability. During the winter
of 1879, it was reported a burro was

' & . \ 3 i \ ; g
= d P . 1 I \ 4 ¥ "
] | = \ i |
y 7 p 3 Py S
1 <3 5 F - P ‘
S '.. 5 AN\ i .'- . < ; .:‘
P ¥ A J P
O a . .
] e B ;
T m'r.-; & = el
ot L v
= -: 1 E | L

trained to wear leather snowshoes and : Eln 1880 a,frelghter moving liquor to ' .
successfully crossed Engineer Pass! /N uray killed Chief Shavano's son. The Maidera
In 1881, Dave Wood ran the largest i relghter is apprehended by Utes, shot £
freighter business in the area. With a el '?'3 in the stomach, and shoved off a cliff. : 7 t F 3
warehouse in Gunnison and 500 beasts i AR g Y e A - . 3,
of burden, his company moved in a T ¢! 4 J Sawtooth R ;
: it ¢ Mountain S R A
single day an astonishing 400,000 Ibs of = }‘ it } - s P O - . ™ T
ore out of the area and 100,000 Ibs of e E K'r' 1 N : At thl‘sr point, there were twp routes one alorl'g the rlver &1
supplies in. Mail carriers became famous || F ' : N/ o B iy : : north of Hoagland Hill and one to the south. /Late in 1880, /
as th?Y endured many hardships while ST ;i / \‘*‘}\f' 7 : £ _ AUte chiefs on a special mission to Washington, D.C. campe “J
E;Lnt?r:r;?yvtﬁsggj p]leavcveqst(l)ikcea?el:asrl I;rahsiy ! ’ : e i o NG | v s ‘v /{ about 7 miles west. As a large party of whites prepared an i) F .
= ; . o >/ 3 Cochetopa’ N > o2 {ll ambush on Hoagland Hill, the Utes were delayed dueto & 4%
and East Maroon Pass between Crested Ay - L ﬁ_\/\ﬂ A SEgEDome’ ) f ; B s b e f;_; runaway horses. When the Utes did not appear, the whites .
Butte and Aspen. Travel wasn't always 7 : ' = s : : o ' - | " concluded the Utes had discovered their plans and had taken
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|spurred the town. A asic smelter was
= |soon built allowing miners in the area

to partially process their ores. By
1880, the population had grown to 400
fand excitement grew as the coal was
found to make excellent coke (used |n

which arrived in late 1881 and began

: shipping coke to the Pueblo steel

mills. Roads were built over East

railroad, but they could not be kept

open year-round. Coal provided
| stability to the town while surrounding

mining camps experienced fluctuation

|and ultimately demise. The population

1@~ |quickly grew to 1500 and various coal

. mines were opened, the largest being
the Jokerville located on Coal Creek.

| The Jokerville was considered a very

) dangerous place to work due to high

"|gas content in the coal. In early 1884,

a miner’s lantern set off an explosion
killing 60 in one of the worst mining
accidents in Colorado history. The
mine was reopened with a new

{{entrance and fortunately experienced

no more explosions before the famed

|Big Mine replaced it in 1894.

The Bust
The bust began in 1883 and the

{downturn lasted until the mid-1890s.
- | The boom was based largely on

speculation about the long-term quality

;: of ore deposits, which turned out to be

disappointing. Additionally, lode ore
mining requires smelting to extract

| base metals from their chemical bond
|with other elements. Many smelters
were built in Gunnison but were not
financially viable for long. The
primary cause was a lack of consistent

‘Jore supply due to mining operation
« - |interruptions in the winter. It seems
#: ""|they underestimated the impact of

weather and topography on year-

~|round mining operations. On the
£ |other hand, the smelters in Denver

| operated year round pulling from

" |larger areas and thus could keep costs
~ |down despite the high shipping costs.
.+ |Over production of silver in the west
# contributed to the Silver Panic of 1893
_ |which closed marginal silver mines.

* | The economic bust eventually subsided
A with the rise of the coal and cattle
- |industries, with some help from new
gold mines in the Powderhorn area.

3 \l The infamous cold temperatures in the
| |Gunnison Valley has sapped the
. | [strength of travelers and workers over

the years. It has played a major role

- |in shaping the community. At first

~ |glance this region looks like other high
- |altitude areas. The difference lies in
- |how the Gunnison valley's topography
encourages strong cold air inversions
- |at ground level where normally it is

~ |warmer. As dry cold air sinks, it finds
~ |an outlet to the west through the

3 |narrow Gunnison River canyon. Here
- |it is protected from prevailing westerly
- |winds by adjacent hills. The flow is
o strong enough to resist the normal

: inversion breaking forces: sun heating
- |the surface and winds mixing the air
layers. The Taylor Park area, known

[ for bitter cold, has the same

~ ltopography on a smaller scale.

Mapping sources include a variety of
historic maps, expedition journals, and
written accounts, relying heavily on
Government Land Office maps and surveys
by Hayden and Wheeler. Mapping and
historical research provided by Mike
Pelletier & David Primus.
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