Gunnison Country's landscape formed by
heavy erosion of violent volcanic activity

occurring roughly 23-30 million years ago. |

The West Elk Mountain volcano is
estimated to have originally been over
17,000 feet high. Nearby is one of the
world's largest clusters of laccoliths
(non-surfacing magma intrusions).
Clearly visible volcanic calderas surround
Cochetopa Dome @ and Creede.@
For those seeking passage west,
Cochetopa pass offers the lowest pass
across the continental divide between
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New Mexico and Wyoming. However, the| ! X

heavy erosion between the West Elk and
San Juan mountains left many deep and

topography causes bitter winter weather
by creating a slow flowing cold air
inversion. The process starts because
thinner and dryer air absorbs less heat
from ground radiation. The colder air
sinks down from mountains into the
basin's wide valley. Here the sun heats

the flatter surface more evenly and is less ’
able to break the inversion. The cold flow|

picks up speed as it funnels down the

narrow Gunnison River canyon, protected |
from the higher prevailing westerly winds. | i
$ "; Most travelers were heading to/from
f* / the San Luis Valley and north of Delta. /

{#

What route would you take'?

Early Humans

Folsom period humans living 8,000 years
ago occupied the Gunnison basin. One of
their settlements was on top of
Tenderfoot ("W") Mountain just south
of the City of Gunnison. In contrast to
previous belief that these people were
solely migratory hunter-gatherers,
evidence suggests that they wintered
here living in houses made of rock,

dried mud, tree poles, and brush. The

Tenderfoot site provides an excellent

Depending on the season, obstacles

included deep snow and swollen rivers.

~ Utes may want some of your supplies.

vantage point to view game that would
come down from the mountains in the
winter for forage and less snow. Also,
the site’s elevation provides some

relief from the bitter cold temperatures
of the valley floor. While the site can be
windswept in the summer, windy
conditions are not common in the winter
months, and trees were likely plentiful

The Ute tribe was one of the last free
roaming Native American tribes in the
lower 48 states, consisting of several
bands generally occupying the mountain
regions of Colorado and most of Utah.
The Uncompahgre (Tabeguache) Ute ban
in general wintered in the Uncompahgre

Valley; in the summers, individual
family units spread out into the
Gunnison Basin and other Western
Colorado mountain areas. Horses were
acquired from the Spanish in the 1600s,
and traders initally found the Utes
friendly, until white intrusion intensified.

Early Plants & Animals

Cochetopa Pass means “River of
Buffaloes” in the Ute language. The
journals of early American explorers in
1853 speak to the large herds that once
traveled over the pass, describing several
locations where “elk horns and buffalo
skulls lay scattered whitening on the
hills.” The journals also describe
many areas in the Gunnison basin

containing “luxuriant grasses” where today'_'

there is predominately sagebrush. These
changes likely occurred very quickly under|.
the early range management techniques
used after the Utes left. Notice the grass
and lack of sagebrush in the engraving
below created from a photograph of the
Dillon Pinnacles. The photo was taken
from a bench high above the river during
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Fremont's 5th expedition, December 1853.

Camp at Dillon Pinnacles, Fremont 5th Exp. @

Spanish Traders

Spanish explorers from the Santa Fe and
Taos areas began trading with the Utes
in the 1630s. Evidence of early Spanish
mines within the Gunnison basin exist in
early written accounts, although little
physical evidence remains. In 1776
Franciscan priests Dominguez and
Escalante sought to find a route from
Santa Fe to their mission in Monterey,

CA. They journeyed up the Dolores River |

in southwest Colorado and into the
Uncompahgre Valley near Montrose. Theyj
then traveled further east up the North
Fork of the Gunnison in order to meet
with Utes camped north of Somerset @
before heading towards the Great Salt
Lake. In the following years, trade routes

further developed, but it wasn’t until 1829 |4

that the first roundtrip occurred between

Santa Fe and Los Angeles. Traders took |}

woven woolen goods and returned with
horses and mules, establishing the Old
Spanish Trail. In winter, traders from

Taos preferred a northern branch through
Gunnison, as the cold dry snow kept their
moccasins dry compared to warmer

snow in New Mexico's mountains.

Fur Trappers

The western fur trade started about 1810 F’u

and peaked with roughly 1,200 trappers
in the 1840s. The region near northwest
Colorado was rich in furs, and Taos was a
common place to trade. Various routes
through the Gunnison basin could be
chosen based on distance, snow depths,
and river levels. The most direct summer
route was known as the Trapper's Trail
and used Leroux Pass (likely southeast of
Lake San Cristobal). Antoine Leroux and
other accomplished fur trappers became
invaluable to explorers and settlers for

wayfinding, dealing with Indians, and life
on the trail.
of the few buried inside a Taos church.

Remarkably, Leroux was one |
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~Although controlled by Ute Indlans,' -
e “" - the Gunnison Country lies within the

;_ n f* . area originally claimed by Spain and
. administered as New California. After ;
~ » winning the Mexican-American War in 1848, .{"{i
b _f 1 the U.S. placed the area on this map into ;

Vo _ three territories. West of the Continental It
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1 Utes warn against going northwest 7
because of unfrlendly Indians. |
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Early H|story Routes
Early main trails used by
the Utes and later by the
Spanish and Fur Traders

Early Recorded Explorers:
Dominguez-Escalante 1776
Juan Bautista de Anza 1779
Zebulon Pike Expedition 1806
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(Santa Fe to Los Angeles)

|

|
o Ji ¥

This route avoids _"'J

£ CEecmontic camps next to Ute
3 camp in December of 1853 | - FJ
I,_- "r-l ([ ; g E.J '-!r n ;J‘ ",/’ .\,.“UJ
= e L ,h- ff&"’ } "ﬁ?‘ :

] ‘15 9 mlles o R ,-. o

AF TR ;
" The valley route is
more IeveI an has

l‘k .-"I
e\

e % -ff

iﬂj@dr# ;Frfeki- 1

. Fremont's photographer writes " .
baggage mules lost his.balance, from his hind feet sinking
3 _f‘ -deep in the snow. Down he tumbled, heels-over-head, .
. 5 W g carrying W|th him nearly the whole cavalcade, fifty odd in |

o g y numbe_r, sevel;al hundred feet to the bottom."
i _l_,‘ =+

rf,r.ﬁ

i oid trees shovf £
scarrmg from foresl

up until about 1880,
./ 4 apparently régularly

‘ the basm

one of the foremost

w _,_.3( ,
fires e\_lery'_18 Zj‘years iR

|/ set by Utes to increase’
=1 grasslands thoughout !

Pl.‘esld

ol ﬁﬂ-{jof the

a4

1 Dec

-
i s

Zebulon Pike to ex

-
] el =l
/,.‘ 3
b7
7

"3

entfrhomasa.'lefferson sends
plore portions

Lousiana Purchase. He

travqlsth pper Arkansas Valley
r 1806 and buildsa

jwinter fort i in the-'San Luis Valley
before belng acaptured by Spanlsh St

,"' Py

- ] Mount;
7

Princeton’

gt
w ol M
Juan Bautlsta de

Expedltlons prlor to 1853
explored only east/west
of the Gunnison VaIIey

xﬁ"

4 n.,} f""} F & _ @% ""'T o _ 1848 Dec. - Fremont
- = S P ’:f i" B Mol - o i-*" ! '?;F], € 7 ~ +|3ohn Fremont, future presidential
&j : éﬂ- 7 \ ~ |hopeful, had led three western
American Explorer Routes ::'7\.\‘/- N expeditions before. The purpose of
Common Explorer Route oy this_ privately funded expedition was
Deviations from common route: e ; , tCoa::Ifloiln?acezggla:::\t\ll?heoil;:\eoid
Beale Expedition 1853-June |~ , o
% advice from his guide, and headed
Beale Resupply to Taos 1853-July - ,_ toward Leroux Pass east of Lake San
Fremont 4th Expedition 1848-Dec. : i Cristobal. That year, snow was deep
— S S [BfgEeistel HESHEE, ), \ . ~ Colorado's Fichest placer s and they oddly diverted toward an
Gunnison Expedition 1853-Sept. k goId deposit sees 10,000 S even higher pass apparently heading
bt - _..-peop'e n Oro ity by 1860 @ﬂ’ ‘f never got over the Continental Dde
arc/ExXpediion 185_7 oec :"?rf E -'f P-E but instead spent Christmas and New
text Camps color coded (date, mileage) *—:_:_‘1\ =4 - g % |VYear's Eve at almost 12,000 feet
o e\ S S 2 "F ;: ~¥ir 48 ' in deep snow in the La Garita
’/ —r,;,l ity - fo\ S S % Mountains east of Creede. The
7 e e =R f - : : disastrous expedition lost 10 out of
Mcy_{tf' e AN ‘ ) X7 i 34 men and all 120 mules. They
Elbert : N\ 7 2 = - ﬂ !, e \‘\ - |resupplied in Taos and then took a
| f ﬁr e : Y, A %'1"‘2; : 7 :'\, southern route to California.

1853 June - Beale

' ‘|Edward Beale led an expedition of
|12 men to California where he was
~|assigned head of Indian Affairs. He
.-"" sought locations for reservations
“|along the way. The expedition’s

= ljournal details exciting travels in the
“ | Gunnison Country with friendly visits
with Ute Indians. After losing most
| of their supplies while fording the
-. Gunmson River near Delta several

~ | Beale visited a large
: Ute camp southeast

Lake Fork crossmg on 6/2]/1 853, Bea/e Exped/tlon

1853 Sept. - Gunnison

—_|Captain John Gunnison’s expedition
:_”:‘" sought the best central route for the
i - _|transcontinental railroad. Guided by
= | Antoine Leroux, they cut trail for 18
‘ﬁ )
wagons through the area, traveling
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‘with 800 Spanish assisted by
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up the San Luis ) Valley to attack ,
Commancﬂe near Colorado Sprlngs
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=+ over Cochetopa Pass. They faced
o Jthe challenges of traversing deep
river canyons, including the Lake Fork
of the Gunnison and Pine Creek. The
. |expedition met with Ute Indians near
“%’|Cimarron. Gunnison noted the Utes
only wanted to trade for arms and
ammunition. Their guide, Leroux,
eased tensions with Utes near Delta,
‘| but unfortunately then left for another
guiding job. In Utah, Gunnison and
seven of his men, including a newly
hired Mormon guide, were killed. The
blame fell on Indians driven by

l \Clildrevenge for earlier killings by whites.
- 1853 Dec. - Fremont

- |The purpose of John Fremont’s 5th

/1 |expedition was the same as his 4th:
fg,s to find a railroad route suitable for

use in the winter. Again privately

" |funded, this expedition included 22
men and followed Gunnison's route.
They experienced deep snow in the
Cochetopa valley and traded with over
a hundred Utes on Tomichi Creek. ®
| At their next camp below the Dillon

A Pinnacles, those Utes threatened
. |the expedition. Fremont guessed that
\ |the Utes lacked gunpowder and

\ demonstrated the rapid fire capability
of their Colt revolvers, ending the Ute
~|threats. This was the first exploratory
expedition to be well documented with
daguerreotype photography. After the
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; Spanish Trail continues down
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