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ABSTRACT

Present day roads and settlements in the Montelores"" 
region of Colorado are substantially different in terms of 
location from those established by the Anasazi. The Anasazi 
built pueblos along the rims of deep canyons and interlinked 
them with trails that connected the region's limited supply 
of water. These trails were so admirably located that they 
were, maintained by Ut.es, Spanish, Mexicans, and Americans 
until the closing decade of the nineteenth century.

Between 1890 and,1930 the location of the region's 
roads and settlements was changed radically by the influx 
of new settlers. In the Montezuma Valley and McElmo Canyon 
irrigators established communities at sites, which exhibit no 
evidence of prior occupance. North and west of the Montezuma 
Valley dry farmers built over a dozen settlements on land 
which had never been inhabited. Due to the system of land 
division section roads soon replaced large portions of the 
old Indian trails.

After 1930 a decreasing farm population led to the 
abandonment of many of the region's settlements, while more 
rapid methods of transportation caused many,section roads to 
be discarded in favor of the present day highways with 
gentle, road grades. •

vi



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

During the more than 10,000 years since man's 
arrival in the New World he has dotted the land with settle
ments and roads. Although many settlements and roads have 
disappeared along with the circumstances responsible for 
their establishment, others have endured to serve later 
groups.

Investigators, particularly Preston James and 
Alfred H. Meyer, working in the eastern United States dis
covered that favored roads and settlement sites experience 
continued use through successive periods of settlement. 
"Thus, for example, the Indian trail evolves successively 
into the pioneer's dirt.road, then into the improved farm 
roads, and finally into the present day paved super-highways 
with their heavy motor traffic" (Meyer 1954, p. .245).

This paper is an examination of the sequence of road 
and settlement patterns.in a section of the arid western 
United States. The purpose of the study is to see to what 
extent the location of present-day roads and settlements 
corresponds with those of the past. Have they evolved from 
those paths and villages established by the Anasazi and
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Utes, or did they originate later during Spanish, Mexican, 
and American periods?

The Montelores region is suitable as.a study area 
for three reasons. First, it is a crossroads, thereby 
offering numerous trails and roads. Secondly, these trails 
and roads are old, some dating back to Anasazi times. 
Finally, this part of Colorado has experienced the intrusion 
of practically every group that can be associated with the 
American West. This varied cultural, background is signifi
cant in that it can be a motivating force behind changes in 
road and settlement patterns.

The study is approached in this paper in four phases 
The Anasazi-Ute-Spanish Period, the Mexican-Early American 
Period, the Open-Range-Irrigated Agricultural Period, and. 
the Dry-Farm Agricultural.Period. These four periods 
coincide with the arrival and establishment of the major 
groups that have occupied the Montelores region.

Information has been gathered from a variety of 
sources. Published maps and journals of early travelers, 
military surveys, and archaeological and anthropological 
studies, provided the bulk of the data concerning settle
ments and roads during the Anasazi and Ute period. These 
data were supplemented, however, by personal interviews 
with residents of the Montelores region concerning the 
location of Anasazi ruins, and reservoirs and some of the



migrational habits of the Ute Indians not mentioned in the 
literature. •

Personal interviews were by far the most important 
source of information for both.the Open Range-Irrigated 
Agricultural and Dry-Farm Agricultural Periods. The most 
difficult task in the entire project was explaining the 
emergence and disappearance of settlements and roads from 
period to period. Ira Freeman1s A History of Montezuma 
County. although primarily a collection of pioneer family 
histories, served as a valuable guide for field interviews. 
After combining the information gathered from a large 
number of these interviews with statistics on population, 
crop production, and agricultural acreage it was possible 
to establish the historical background against which the 
region's settlements and roads developed.

The location of roads and settlements for the Open- 
Range-Irrigated Agricultural and Dry-Farm Agricultural 
Periods were gathered from county maps, geologic maps, and 
to a lesser extent, personal interviews. Aside from those 
secondary sources mentioned in the Selected Bibliography, 
the Montezuma County Platt Books,, the Colorado Yearbooks, 
the publications of the U. S. Bureau of the Census, and 
issues of The Dolores Star and. Montezuma Valley Journal 
furnished invaluable information concerning population and 
agricultural development in the region.



CHAPTER 2

SETTING : '

The Montelores region consists of 186 square miles 
of agricultural land in the western parts of Dolores and . 
Montezuma Counties of southwestern Colorado. It is bordered 
on the north by the long, winding course of the Dolores 
Canyon, on the east and southeast by detached'members of the 
Mesa Mountains, and on the southwest and west by Sleeping 
Ute Mountain, McElmo Canyon, and the Colorado-Utah boundary. 
The region is roughly triangular, with apexes, near Dove 
Creek, Mancos, and the confluence of Yellow Jacket and 
McElmo Canyons (Figures 1 and 2). East-west extent varies 
from a maximum of forty-eight miles along the southern 
border to barely twelve miles in the north. The north-south 
extent is greatest along the western border and decreases to . 
approximatcly twelve miles in the east. Essentially the 
region occupies the southern half of the Dolores Plateau, a 
tilted layer of Dakota sandstone which is just one of a 
series of such sedimentary tablelands in the "Canyonlands" 
section of the Colorado Plateau (Fenneman 1931, p. 309).

This region has certain factors common throughout 
its extent which justify its consideration as a unit. First, 
and most important, is the region's role as a crossroads.
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From the time of the Anasazi through the Ute., Spanish, 
Mexican, and Anglo periods trails connecting the Rio Grande 
Valley with the northern Rocky Mountains, the San Juan 
Valley with the Great Plains, and the northern Rocky 
Mountains with the southern Colorado Plateau, have funneled 
through the heart of the Montelores region. These major 
trails were joined in the region itself by a series of 
secondary footpaths which served to tie it together as a 
whole. A second factor which is to a large extent respon
sible for the region's significance as a crossroads is its 
almost level surface. This surface acts as a bridge, per
mitting traffic to pass between the towering San Juan 
Mountains to the north and east, and the highly dissected 
canyon-country to the south and west (Figures 1 and 2). 
Finally, from the very first to the most recent periods of 
occupance the region developed as a unit. During the 
Anasazi period "that portion of southwestern Colorado 
bounded on the east by the Dolores River, on the south by 
Ute Mountain, on the west by the. state line, and on the 
north by the town of Dove Creek" (Martin 1939, p. 321) 
successively underwent each stage of cultural development 
from the Basket Maker through the Great Pueblo. Also, for 
most of its early history during the American period the 
Montelores region stood as an exclave of settlement, 
separated from the rest of the frontier by the Mesa



Mountains. Even today the region stands as an island of 
agriculture surrounded by rugged.mountains and barren 
deserts.

As a whole the region is a broad plain, gently 
inclined toward the southwest (Figure 2),. Although its 
surface is essentially level over great areas, the western 
two-thirds is cut into northeast-southwest trending strips; 
each being flat-topped and steep-sided due to the tendency 
of the Dakota sandstone cap to act as rim-rock in this arid 
climate. The intervening canyons are usually several hun
dred feet deep at their junction with McElmo Canyon, but 
decrease in depth toward the northeast where they phase into 
gently sloping swales.

In addition to this dissection the levelness of the 
region is interrupted by two rather sinuous anticlinal 
ridges and a synclinal valley (Figures 2 and 3). The first 
of these structures is the McElmo Anticline, forming a long 
northwest-southeast trending ridge, that, together with 
secondary axes, dominates the southwestern quarter of the 
region (Figure 3). Paralleling this ridge to the north the 
Dove Creek Anticline creates a ridge-like spine throughout 
the northern half of the region. Southeast of these two 
structures the Dakota sandstone floor has been downwarped 
into a synclinal lowland called the Upper. Montezuma Valley 
(Figure 2).
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In the depressed southern portion of the region, 

where the northern escarpment of the Mesa Mountains has been 
subjected to more intense erosion by MeElmo Creek and the 
Mancos River, the cliffs swing south and give way to two 
broad lowland extensions of the region. These two lowlands 
are the Lower Montezuma Valley and the Mancos Valley, which 
flank Mesa Verde on the west and east respectively.

Like the Colorado Plateau, of which it is. a part, 
the region is high in elevation. Most of it lies between 
6,500 and 6,900 feet above sea level, while the surface 
slopes from an elevation of about 7,100 feet at the. brink 
of the Dolores Canyon toward the southwest where it reaches 
a low elevation of 5,500 feet at the bottom of McElmo 
Canyon. Even at its lowest elevation the region stands 
some 500 feet above the general level of the Colorado 
Plateau. Over broad areas it stands some 1,500 to 1,900 
feet above the surface of the larger province.

•According to the Koppen climatic classification, as 
modified by. Trewartha, the Montelores region is a transition 
zone between the Mid-Latitude Steppe (BSk) and the Mid- 
Latitude Desert (BWk) of western Colorado and eastern Utah 
(Hodge 1963, cover map; Berry 1968, p. 10). As a result of 
relief there is a notable variation in temperature and 
rainfall conditions within the study area. However, the 
region as a whole receives between fifteen and eighteen 
inches of precipitation annually. This amount is somewhat
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higher than the ten to fifteen average for the whole 
Colorado Plateau. In general, winters tend to be cold and 
dry. Daytime temperatures are somewhere in the high 301s 
and 40's, but it is not uncommon for winter nights to be 
well below the zero mark. When Polar Maritime Pacific air 
masses do penetrate into the region they bring with them 
heavy snows and temperatures that are twenty to thirty 
degrees below zero. Summer days are warm, usually averaging 
between 85° and 90°F. Moisture during this season is 
brought about by thunderstorm activity developing when 
moist, warm Tropical Gulf air arrives from the south. The 
frost-free season for the region is usually around 120 days. 
This is sufficiently long for hay and grains but is rather 
marginal for less hardy crops such as corn, beans, and 
fruit.

Seasonal temperature change is very gradual and may 
be summed up by Haas' (1926) commentary on the local weather
conditions:

The comparative uniformity of the weather condi
tions from day to day is the most distinctive 
feature in the climate of the region. Changes 
naturally occur, but new weather conditions come 
on so gradually that one is scarcely ever aware 

. of a change except upon reflection. When 
changes come, one kind of weather gradually 
merges into another and the one season into the 
nest (p. 187).

The spontaneous vegetation of this gently sloping 
plateau is. primarily sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), with 
pinyon-juniper timber (Pinus edulis and Juniperus utahensis)
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of secondary importance. Sage brush covers the Montezuma 
Valley and continues northwest in a more or less unbroken 
arc termed the "Great Sage Plain." Smaller areas of sage 
were, and still are, common in the lower portions of McElmo 
Canyon and along the tops of interfluves created by canyons 
tributary to McElmo Creek (Figure 4).

Stands of pinyon and juniper cloak the remainder of 
the region except for the very highest and lowest eleva
tions. They are.predominant in the highly dissected western 
half of the region and border the Great Sage Plain on all 
sides except the northwest. In places these trees extend 
onto the plain itself atop ridges and hills of remnant shale, 
where they stand out as islands of green in.a sea of silver- 
blue sage. In the highest portions of the region, north of 
the Mancos Valley and paralleling the Dolores Canyon, the 
forest changes to ponderosa-pine (Pinus ponde.rosa) with 
Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga taxifolia) and aspen (Populous 
tremuloides) also represented. Occasional thickets of 
mountain mahogony (Cercocarpus ledifolius) and Gambel oak 
(Quercus gambelii) are also encountered here. In the 
southwestern extremity of the region, where the annual 
precipitation drops off to ten inches or less, dominant . 
vegetation types are schadscale (Atriplex confertifolia) and 
greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus). Along well-watered 
stream courses, such as the Mancos and Dolores Rivers, the 
banks are lined with galleria forests composed of cottonwood
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(Populus anqustifolia), willows (Salix spp.), and boxalder 
(Acer negundo)«,

The drainage of the area is not, for the most part, 
-related to present topographic features, but antedates their - 
formation. There are three major streams, all of which are 
antecedent and appear out of harmony with the surrounding 
slopes (Worchester 1949, p. 148; Coffin 1921, p. 20). The 
Dolores and Mancos Rivers are perennial streams and derive 
their moisture from precipitation and snowmelt in the 
LaPlata and San Juan Mountains. McElmo Creek and its 
tributaries were originally intermittent streams, flowing 
only in the spring or after summer thunderstorms. Since the 
introduction of irrigation in the 18901 s ,/ McElmo and Yellow 
Jacket Creeks have a sustained flow throughout the year 
resulting from irrigation tailwater. Mancos drainage is 
separated from that of the McElmo by two low residual , 
ridges: the Aztec Divide between Sleeping Ute Mountain and
Mesa Verde, and Summit Ridge, which extends north as a long, 
curving finger of shale from the entrance to Mesa Verde 
National Park. Dolores drainage is separated from that of 
McElmo. Creek and the Mancos River by obscure minor divides 
and the sheer walls of the Dolores Canyon.

The Mancos River and its tributaries drain to the 
south and draw their moisture from only about fifteen per 
cent of the Mohtelores area. McElmo Creek flows west, but 
is joined by tributaries from the north, in the Upper



15
Montezuma Valley, and from the northeast west of the 
valley. These intermittent channels- drain some: seventy-five 
per cent of the region and are to a certain extent an indi
cation of its aridity. The Dolores River drains the 
remaining ten per cent of the area. It is by far the 
largest of the three streams and has the greater part of 
its watershed outside of the region, in the higher eleva
tions of the Dolores Plateau and the San Juan Mountains.

The flow of the McElmo, Mancos, and Dolores Rivers 
is extremely erratic. All of them reach flood proportions 
in the spring due to snowmelt in the mountains, but as mid
summer approaches the volume of water drops sharply.

Since the areas surrounding the Montelores region 
are highly important in the following discussion of trails 
and their development, it is necessary to describe them 
briefly. To the north, beyond the Dolores Canyon, the 
surface of the Dolores Plateau continues:in a long, smooth 
slope up to the foothills of the San Juan and LaPlata 
Mountains (Figure 1). This intrusive mass forms the highest 
range of mountains in the entire American West (excluding 
California). Since they curve to the southeast and join the 
Rocky Mountains of New Mexico, the San Juan and LaPlata 
Mountains form an effective barrier separating the Colorado 
Plateau from both the San Luis Valley and the Rio Grande 
Valley to the east. To the east the entire, width of the 
Mesa Mountains imposes a further obstacle to east-west
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travel in the form of north-south trending ridges and 
valleys. The easiest passage through these mountain 
barriers is afforded by a narrow corridor between the Mesa 
Mountains and the San Juan Mountains to the north. To the "" 
south the Mesa Mountains are dissected into three table
lands, the largest being Mesa Verde. Along their northern 
escarpment these mesas tower some 1,000 to 1,500 feet above 
the southern margins of the region, yet slope gently to the 
south where they phase into the San Juan Valley of northern 
New Mexico. All traffic coming into the Montelores region 
from the south is channeled through narrow north-south 
chasms which cut up the Mesa Mountains. To the west the 
sloping surface of the Dolores Plateau is abruptly halted by 
escarpment of the San Juan River. Below this escarpment is 
the middle San Juan Basin which, except near the river, is a 
veritable waste of barren sandstone and shale.

The Montelores region, then, is a middle ground 
between neighboring,districts of extremes in physical 
geography. It stands as a transition zone between the very 
high, humid mountains to the north and east and the lower, 
arid tablelands to the south and southwest.

The abilities and methods of occupance employed by 
the various groups of people who have lived in this region 
depended to a large extent upon their culture and its 
reaction to the physical environment. As a result of this 
reaction there appeared certain patterns of settlement and
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transportation. To what extent these patterns changed with 
the arrival and passing of these various groups is of prime 
interest in the following chapters.



CHAPTER 3

THE ANASAZI—UTE—SPANISH PERIOD "

When the Montelores region was first officially 
entered by Europeans in 1765, it had already been occupied 
some 2,000 years and was even at that time a crossroads for 
transcontinental Indian trails.

The Anasazi
The earliest known group to occupy this part of 

Colorado was the Anasazi, Between about 1 and 1200 A., D, 
these people built up an economy based upon both dry and 
irrigated farming and attained a cultural level approaching 
that of Aztec Mexico, Anasazi buildings, canals, and agri
culture were not limited to Mesa Verde but extended down 
into the Mancos Valley,

Part, perhaps all, of the Mancos Valley, was under 
irrigation. At least the whole valley must have 
been very densely populated i'f all the ruins found 
in the valley by explorers were inhabited at one
time. As all of these ruins were of adobe and
small stream boulders, they have practically all 
disappeared, as well as irrigation evidence, before 
the rancher's plow and harrow (Haas 1926, p. 193).

In addition to those in the Mancos Valley, ruins are 
widespread throughout the entire region, and overlap its 
boundaries for great distances in the north and west. In
the highly dissected western portion of the region there is

18
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a notable relationship between geology and the distribution 
of Anasazi ruins„ Most of these structures, whether towers 
or pueblos, are located along the heads and rims of 
canyons, where erosion has worn back the Dakota sandstone, 
exposing the underlying Morrison formation (Figure 5)„ The 
upper level of the latter formation, consisting of 
variegated shales (Patton 1917, map) acts as an aquaclude 
forcing water that has percolated down through the porous 
sandstone to the surface in the form of springs and seeps. 
The Anasazi, in establishing their settlements close to 
this contact zone, were assured a fairly dependable source 
of water and, at the same time, enjoyed the protection . 
offered by "rimrock" location.

In McElmo Canyon the Anasazi seemed to depend upon 
springs which ushered forth from the Morrison formation 
(Finley 1955, map). Since the contact between these two 
beds is seventy-five to one hundred feet above the canyon 
floor, and in many places exposed in a sheer cliff, 
obtaining water was an exerting task.

- In the Mancos and Dolores Valleys water was plenti
ful throughout the year so there was no need to restrict 
building sites— at least for this reason.

These settlements were connected by paths, some of 
which served a very local purpose, while others linked 
themselves into more extensive networks. At least one 
archaeologist, Dr. DePiso of the Amerind Foundation of
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Arizona, believes that the Anasazi culture was economically 
tied to that of the To1tecs at Casas Grandes, Chihuahua, 
and the collapse of the latter initiated the southward 
migration of the Pueblo people into the upper Rio Grande 
Valley (DePiso 1968)„ If Dr. DePiso is correct in this 
assumption, and if the pueblo complexes of Mesa Verde were 
tied with those of the Rio Grande Valley and even north
western Mexico, it is highly possible that the trail which 
later came to be called the "Old Spanish Trail" once linked 
these early centers of population. Dr. Fewkes, a pioneer 
in the archaeological excavation of the Anasazi ruins of 
southwestern Colorado, is of the same opinion. "The Old 
Spanish Trail mentioned earlier was the early highway, from 
Santa Fe, New Mexico, to the Great Salt Lake, and followed 
approximately an old Indian trail that was probably used by 
the prehistoric inhabitants or the builders of the towers"
(Fewkes 1919, p. 68 ) .

In the Montelores region further indication that the 
Old Spanish Trail dates back to Anasazi times is shown by 
a comparison of the distribution of Anasazi ruins with the 
courses of trails that existed before white settlement 
(Figure 5). , Essentially, this trail, as well as those 
tributary to it, winds its way across the Dolores Plateau 
everywhere interconnecting Anasazi ruins. A second major 
trail, taking off from the Old Spanish Trail in the southern 
Mancos Valley, joins the ruins of the Mancos and Montezuma
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Valleys with those of McElmo Canyon and southeastern Utah.
Lying between and connecting these two major trails are a
series of secondary footpaths which trend northeast-
southwest and run between the various "rimrock ruins" of
Yellow Jacket, Hoovenweep,, Cross, and Dove Creek Canyons.
This, plus the fact that many of the footpaths directly
connecting ruins are worn deep into the sandstone and have
fragments of broken Anasazi pottery along their courses,
leads one to the conclusion that they date back to Anasazi
times. Meyer (19 54) writes of the Eastern Indian tribes:

No people can inhabit a teritory for countless - 
years and pass on without leaving some influence 
to be felt there for generations to come. And so 
perhaps nothing that the Indian.left plays so 
important a part in our life today as the trail.
The Indian in following the natural pursuits of 
life had to go from place to place. In doing so 
he sought the shortest possible route, with due 
consideration for his own safety and natural 
barriers. Where the underbrush was scantiest, 
around the hills and lakes he threads his way.
What proved to be the line of least resistance ' 
for one Indian was taken up by others and often 
in part by the larger wild animals (p. 251).

Much of this statement about eastern Illinois and 
western Indiana applies to the Anasazi, with one exception 
— the problem of water. In the Montelores region there are 
not only no lakes to avoid, but, once away from the Dolores 
and Mancos Rivers, the travelers is constantly plagued with 
the problem of obtaining water— a problem which greatly 
dictated the course of travel in and through the area.
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The Old Spanish Trail is admijrably located and 

indicates that it was established by people intimately 
familiar with the geography of the region. From the upper 
Rio Grande Valley this trail continued north to the San 
Luis Valley, where it veered to the west and followed a 
winding course between the Mesa Mountains and the San Juan 
Range to the Mancos Valley. After descending into this 
valley the trail crossed the Mancos River about a mile and 
one-half above its confluence with Chicken Creek (Figure 5). 
Here, where these two streams have detached a portion of 
the old terrace, stood a cluster of ruins. In later 
periods this was a favorite camping grounds for Utes, 
Spaniards, Mexicans, and Americans. Not only was this the 
shallowest place to ford the stream but once across, the 
traveler found good grass for his animals and was afforded 
protection from enemies by surrounding water. Also, the 
banks of. the Mancos River are covered with an almost 
unbroken galleria forest which, as can be seen from the 
following quotation, presented difficulties in crossing the 
stream. "Added to the difficulties of getting in and out 
of the stream (Mancos River) is a thick-matted jungle of 
undergrowth, tall, reedy grass, willows, and thorny bushes, 
all interlaced and entwined by tough and wiry grape-vines 
bordering its banks either on one side or the other"
(Hayden 1876, p. 370).



Once a path had been established through this 
undergrowth there would be the tendency for other travelers 
to cross the river at the same point.

This peninsula of land was also a popular stop for 
travelers because of its role as a crossroads. At this 
point the Old Spanish Trail intersected a footpath 
descending from the LaPlata Mountains. This intersecting 
path continued to the south for about four miles where it 
split; one branch descending the Mancos Canyon to the 
pueblos of Mesa Verde, while the other continued directly 
west across Summit Ridge and down into McElmo Canyon.

After crossing Chicken Creek the Old Spanish Trail
surmounted Summit Ridge where the traveler encountered some
of the most densely timbered country of his entire journey.
After some fifteen miles of this ponderosa-pine and aspen
woodland the trail descended into the Dolores Valley and is
here described by an early explorer:

The bottomlands (of the Dolores River) are nearly 
level, half a mile wide, and very fertile, covered 
with fine grass, with groves of cotton wood and 
willow, and scattered trees of yellow pine. Near 
the river the thickets are overgrown with virgin's 
bower and hop, which form almost impenetrable . 
jungles. Great numbers of flowers ornament the 
open grounds (Macomb 1876, p. 86).

From,here the trail ascended the sandstone bluffs 
and gained the plateau surface near a small hill crowned 
with a fairly extensive ruin (Bolton 1950, p. 140). At 
this same point was 9. crossroads. Intersecting from the
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south a trail, later called the Col Wagon Trail, tied the 
entire Dolores Plateau with central Arizona and New Mexico 
by way of the San Juan Valley.

From this junction the trail continued in a north
westerly direction across a relatively level expanse, 
skirting wherever possible the. remnant caps of Mancos shale. 
Passing hear the vicinity of present day Lewis, the trail 
continued on to the head of Yellow Jacket Canyon which, was 
dominated by a massive ruin known as Surouaro.

Surouaro is the name of a ruined town which must 
once have contained a population of several 
thousand. The name is said to be of Indian (Utah) 
origin, and to signify desolation. The surrounding 
country is hopelessly sterile; and, whatever it 
once may have been, Surouaro is now desolate enough.
Here are two canyons, cut in the sandstone by two 
former streams (Macomb 1876, p. 88).

Here at the head of Yellow Jacket Canyon was the first
dependable source of water since the Dolores River. There
were minor springs at earlier points but these were usually-.
dry during periods of drought. At Surouaro the ravines
were eroded through the Dakota sandstone and into the
Morrison formation. Along the contact zone between these
sedimentary layers water issues forth in springs.

From Surouaro the trace continued northwest some 
forty-five miles through "a region whose dreary monotony 
is only broken by frightful chasms, where alone a weary 
traveler finds shelter from the burning head of a. cloudless
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sun, and where he seeks, too often in vain, a cooling 
drought that shall slake his thirst" (Macomb 1876, p. 83).

Accommodating itself to changes in slope, the trail 
meandered its way across the "Great Sage Plain," never by
passing a canyon where the exposed Morrison formation 
presented springs. Upon crossing Yellow Jacket, Sandstone, 
and Alkali Canyons trails branched.off to the southwest, 
where they eventually linked up with the extensive ruins 
of lower Hoovenweep Canyon.

The immediate terminus of the Old Spanish Trail 
after crossing the "Great Sage Plain" was the Blue (Abajo) 
Mountains of Utah. There cooler temperatures and abundant 
mountain streams greeted the weary traveler.

The Old Spanish Trail, then, was a principal 
northwest-southeast route of communication, between the 
Rio Grande Valley and the Great Salt Lake region of Utah 
connecting major ruins which were usually found at the
heads of canyons and trail intersections.

In terms of survival and protection from attack, 
it represents the most logical course through the region. 
First, it passes along the band of nearly level land 
located between the rugged highlands paralleling the brink 
of the Dolores Canyon and the heads of canyons cut into the
plateau from the southwest. Secondly, within this zone, it
follows for the greater, part of its course, just below the 
pinyon-juniper forest, out in the open sagebrush. Thus,
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the traveler is not hindered by forest, yet is within easy 
reach of it if the need arises for fire wood or protection. 
Thirdly, this trail commands an excellent view of the entire 
country to the southwest and west, thereby giving warning 
of enemies approaching a good distance away. Finally, and 
most important of all, in crossing just above the heads of 
canyons the trail gives the best access to the available 
supplies of water in the region.

These trails and scattered ruins are the major
contributions of the Anasazi, for by 1300 A. D. they had
abandoned the whole northern section of the Colorado
Plateau and are believed to have migrated to the Rio Grande
Valley. The cause or causes for this exodus are not
certain. Wormington (1964) presents some of the common
theories in his Prehistoric Indians of the Southwest:

In the latter part of the thirteenth century, the 
Southwest seems to have had. a dry period, marked 
by arroyo cutting that destroyed farmland, which 
was followed by disastrous drought. These factors, 
with possible raids by nomadic warriors, internal 
discord, and probably others of which we are • .
ignorant led to a general withdrawal of population 
from many areas .. .: . (p. 107).

The Utes.
Between 1100 and 1200 A. D. the nomadic warriors • 

that Professor Wormington is speaking of arrived on the 
Colorado Plateau. Among the earliest tribes were the Navajo 
and Apache, both members of the Athapaskah linguistic group 
of northwestern Canada. These tribes did not linger in the.
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Montelores region but pushed on toward the south. Although 
the Navajo and Apache made occasional forays through south
western Colorado, the major group associated with this area 
is the Utes. Arriving via the Great Basin,.the Utes con
centrated around the Grand River Valley but maintained 
control of all of western Colorado.

The Utes probably entered the region from the 
northwest, coming in from the Grand Valley and from the 
west by way of McElmo Canyoni Considering the ignorance 
they must have had of the area, the Utes more than likely 
stuck to the established trails. These would have taken 
them through the core of Anasazi settlement below Mesa 
Verde and, granting they had the military power, allowed 
them to inflict a decisive defeat. From here the main trail 
would have taken them to the San Luis Valley, where they are 
recognized as being the first to settle.

After establishing control over, the area the Utes 
set about occupying it according to their culture, which 
was essentially nomadic hunting and gathering. The Ute 
population was never great in numbers and was sparsely 
scattered in family units over a great area. Their liveli
hood depended upon nutr-gathering with supplementary hunting. 
Although this was accomplished for the most part by the 
individual family operating within a specified area of 
between.115 and 150 square miles, occasionally groups of 
families, would join together for rabbit and antelope drives
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and for seasonal gathering of pine nuts, which was the main 
food throughput the winter (Hodge 1963, p. 71). ,

The Ute were limited, at least at first, to the 
same mode of transportation as their Anasazi predecessors— " 
walking. They were therefore subject to the same hardships 
inflicted by the physical environment. . Perhaps, since the 
Ute lacked pottery and the dependable supply of food pro
vided to the Anasazi by their culture, he was even more 
subject to the environment. Considering these circum
stances and the favorable location of preexisting trails, 
it is not surprising that the Utes adopted the Anasazi 
network of transportation.

During the summer the Ute hunted in the San Juan 
and LaPlata Mountains:; during the winter he migrated to 
lower elevations, mainly below McElmo Canyon in southeastern 
Utah. This migratory cycle', following that of game in the 
area, was practiced even as late as 1900 and is presumably 
the same as that of the preceeding centuries. The Dolores 
and Mancos Valleys were favorite camping places throughout 
the summer as well as waystops during the spring and fall 
migration. In maintaining contact and trade with his 
kinsmen in the San Luis and Grand Valleys the Utes found 
the Anasazi trails highly suitable to their needs.

Yet there is more to it than mere convenience. 
Movement within and through the region, as in Anasazi times, 
was limited by distribution of water. Therefore, for
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example, a Ute traveling from the Montelores region to the 
Grand Valley would be compelled to follow the Old Spanish 
Trail as it threads its way from spring to spring. Anasazi 
pits further attracted the Utes to the established trails 
and settlement sites. These pits, whether intended as 
reservoirs or storage bins for corn, collected and held 
water long into the dry season, and many times could be 
counted on to supply water even when springs were dry.

In addition, certain portions of the Old Spanish 
Trail provided excellent hunting during certain times of the 
year. Game migrated between the San JUan Mountains and Utah 
during the spring and fall via those canyons tributary to 
McElmo Creek. Springs at the heads of these canyons 
attracted many animals and, here, were fairly easy prey to 
a skillful hunter.

The introduction of the horse in the 1670's and 
1680's is an important episode in the development of both 
the region and its trails. The immediate manifestation of 
this introduction was to transform a pitifully marginal 
hunting and gathering society into a nation of warriors, 
capable of withstanding even the Americans up until 1880.
Yet the relationship of the Ute and the horse is most 
significant to this study in that it turns our attention to 
the existence of a well established Indian trail and, also, 
emphasizes the extent to which this trail developed into a
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transcontinental route of traffic and commerce during the 
Ute period. •

Even before the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 at Taos and 
Santa Fe, horses began to appear in southwestern Colorado. 
Most of these were brought into Ute villages for barter, 
either by Comancheros or Indians who had raided the New 
Mexican ranches (Hafen and Hafen 1954, pp. 52, 84).

The Ute, quick to perceive the mobility and miltary 
value of this animal, began making trading expeditions to 
Taos and Santa Fe. At first, they exchanged buckskin, dried 
meat, and furs for Spanish horses and metals. But later, 
when furs, pelts, and meat began pouring into Santa Fe from 
the Plains, the value of these trade items sharply 
diminished. The Utes then were faced with the problem of 
finding a commodity of exchange which was sufficiently 
valuable, transportable, and plentiful to support the horse 
and metal trade in some volume. They found the war.captive 
to be the solution (Secoy 1953, p. 30). Mounted Ute war 
parties regularly raided the Piute or "Diggers" of Nevada 
for their children who were sold as slaves to the Spaniards 
(Hafen and Hafen 1954, pp. 261-262). These slaves, to
gether with those sent down by the Shoshone from the north, 
found their way to Santa Fe by the Old Spanish Trail (Snow 
1929, p. 70; Farnum 1929, pp. 7 3-7 6; Hill 1930, p. 3; Hafen 
and Hafen 1954, pp. 51-52; Roe 1951, p. 78; Secoy 1953, pp. 
28-29; Haines 1938, p. 436; Moody 1963, p. 155). In
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transporting horses and slaves the Utes were limited to a 
trail along which water could be obtained as certain inter
vals „ The Old Spanish Trail having dependable springs was 
the most logical route. Although there are no known 
records indicating the exact date when this slave trade 
began, it must have been going on as early as the 1660's.

One reason for this belief is that the earliest 
French explorers in the Northwest found Indians in 
Montana mounted on Spanish horses soon after 1700.
It is most probable that the ancestors of these 
horses had been acquired by theft or trade from 
the Utes, whose only source of supply was from the 
Spanish traders in the vicinity of Santa Fe, and 
whose only trade goods in any quantity were Piute 
slaves (Moody 1963, p. 145K

During this time the Utes assumed the role of a 
middle-man. By 1700 the Shoshone, Cayuse, Walla Walla, 
Yakima, Palouse, and many other tribes to the northwest were 
mounted and actively engaging the Sioux and other tribes for 
control of the northern Plains„ Captives acquired by the 
former tribes eventually fell into Ute hands and were then 
traded for horses and metals at Santa Fe. These goods were, 
in turn, passed back to the north along the same series of 
trails to southern Canada--all to the profit of the Utes.

The Utes then, were sitting astride a major route 
of communication and exchange linking the tribes of southern 
Canada with those of northern Mexico (Secoy 1953, pp. .33-38° 
Haines 1938, p. 436; Roe 1951, p. 78). Although that 
portion of the Old Spanish Trail crossing the Montelores 
region was only a segment of this transcontinental trail.



it was almost impossible to bypass. On the east the San 
Juan and LaPlata Mountains imposed a topographic barrier.
To the west, rough canyon terrain combined with extreme 
aridity to make travel hazardous, if not out of the -

question. The area in between, the Montelores region, was 
occupied and controlled by Ute horsemen.

Between 1680 and 1692 traffic along this route came 
to a standstill because of the Pueblo Revolt. After the 
"Reconquest" the slave trade resumed and continued until 
the 1840‘s when Mormon settlement of the Great Salt Lake 
region effectively blocked it.

It is highly probable that the Utes added to the 
existing Anasazi trails within the Montelores region itself. 
For example, north of and paralleling the Old Spanish Trail 
is what probably should be referred to as the "Escalante 
Trail," being the route followed by that explorer. Al- . 
though there is no proof, this trail may have been blazed 
by the Utes as an alternate path to the north, used during 
periods of extreme drought when springs along the main trail 
were dry. Early records indicate that the "Escalante 
Trail," while lacking Anasazi ruins, did link Ute burial 
grounds (Figure 5 ) (Hayden 1877, p. 245.). Also slopes and 
distances between water are greater along this route; these 
would be quite exhausting to a traveler afoot, yet insig
nificant to a horseman.
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Those trails leading up the Dolores River and its 

tributaries from the "Big Bend" are almost certain to be Ute 
in origin since the Anasazi are hot known to.have frequented 
the mountains. The Utes, as already noted, made seasonal 
trips to the mountains in search of game.

The Spanish
In 17 65 the Spanish entered southwestern Colorado 

in search of mineral wealth and trade with the Indian tribes 
of Colorado, Utah, and Nevada. Prior to this date the 
profits from the Indian trade had gone to the Comancheros 
and other traders operating outside of Spanish law. The 
merhcants of Santa Fe, ..hoping to divert these profits to 
their own pockets, persuaded the governor to send Don Juan 
Rivera on an expedition to open up trade with the entire Ute 
nation and to explore the possibilities of silver in the La 
Plata Mountains (Hill 1930, p. 4; Baker 1927., pp. 274-275).

Rivera followed essentially the same route that the 
illegal traders, trappers, and prospectors had previously
used— north of the Mesa Mountains, through the Mancos
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Valley, and northwest across the "Great Sage Plain." This 
expedition was for the most part a success in that because . 
of it. slaves and pelts from the entire Great Basin and the 
northern Colorado Plateau began to be funneled south through 
Santa Fe.
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By the 1770's Spain's expansion in North America had 

come to a standstill. Two long lines of settlement had been, 
established;— one up the Rio Grande Valley, the other up the 
Pacific coast (Hafen and Hafen 1954, p. 41). The California 
outposts were in great peril; not only were they threatened 
by Russian expansion down the Pacific coast, but problems of 
supply had become almost insurmountable. Both the overland 
route through the Arizona and California deserts and the sea 
route were costly in terms of lives and animals. As a 
solution the Spanish sought to link these two colonial 
outposts by an overland route. Eleven years after the 
Rivera expedition Fathers Escalante and Dominquez led a 
second expedition through southwestern Colorado hoping to 
find this overland route.

The Escalante party retraced Rivera's footsteps 
through New Mexico and.southern Colorado, but after leaving 
the Dolores River they mistakenly left the main trail. Con
sidering the nature of the trails and that their Indian 
guides were somewhat unfamiliar with the area, this was easy 
enough to do. Like most Indian trails, the route followed 
by Escalante was not a single, well-worn path, but a 
multiplicity of trails that converged and separated upon 
encountering some physical obstruction (Moody 1963, pp. 153,
158). After ascending the sandstone bluffs west of the 
"Big Bend," the Spanish pushed on into the ponderosa pine 
timber where they probably became confused when the trail
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diverged. From here, they struck a northwesterly.course, 
north of and parallel to the main trail. They continued 
along this secondary trail for the next couple of days, 
without sign of either Indian, or water. At a place they 
named La Ascuncion they left the trail entirely and re- 
entered the Dolores Canyon. After floundering from canyon 
to canyon for a few more days they finally reached the 
plateau surface again and camped at a spring called Agua 
Tapado, on the extreme northern margin of the region (Hafen 
and Hafen 1954, p. 66; Bolton 1950, p. 30; Moody 1963, p.
159).

Escalante succeeded in. reaching California and in 
establishing an overland route of commerce. But his effort/ 
at least in southwestern Colorado, cannot be credited with 
blazing what later came to be called the Old.Spanish Trail. 
Although old, it was neither Spanish nor the route taken by 
Escalante.

Under. Spanish rule the Montelores region was no more 
than an area to be traversed. Although Escalante noted in 
his journal that the Mancos and Dolores Valleys were well- 
watered and offered possibilities for agriculture (Bolton 
1950, pp. 140-141), the Spanish made no attempts at settle
ment. Supply, caravans continued to make trips from Santa Fe 
to Monterey, but it was not until Mexican independence and 
the opening of trade with the United States .that anything
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approaching commercial traffic developed over the Old 
Spanish Trail.

In review, two major trails developed in the 
Montelores region during the Anasazi period— the Old Spanish 
Trail and the trail connecting the Mancos Valley with McElmo 
Canyon. These were connected by smaller trails into a 
transportation web interlinking local settlements with those 
of southeastern Utah, the San Juan Valley, and probably the 
upper Rio Grande Valley.

Utes arriving about 1100 to 1200 A. D. adopted these 
Anasazi trails and established others giving access to the 
adjacent mountains. Two trails most commonly used by these 
Indians were the Old Spanish Trail, developed primarily due 
to horse-slave traffic in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and the McElmo Canyon-Mancos Valley trail, along 
which the Utes seasonally migrated between high and low 
elevations.

Spanish exploration opened the area to annual 
caravans of traders operating between Santa Fe and 
California, but the real development of commercial traffic 
came during the period of the American fur trapper and 
Mexican merchant. Pack trains of furs, spices, and silk, 
as well as herds of stolen horses preserved the Old Spanish 
Trail and made it one of the most traveled of all western 
trails prior to the California gold rush.



CHAPTER 4

THE MEXICAN AND EARLY AMERICAN PERIOD

The year 1821 ushered in a new era for the entire 
American West. In this year Mexico threw off Spain's 
colonial chains and actively began to encourage American 
trade. Missourians lost no time in responding. Within a 
few months wagon loads of cloth, driven across the Plains by 
anxious American merchants, began to arrive at Santa Fe.

Americans first traded for Mexican furs, pelts, 
mules, horses, and gold and silver bullion. After a few 
years a more ambitious breed of American, intent upon 
securing these goods themselves r superseded the merchants. 
These were the mountain men. Men like William Wolfskill, 
Ewing Young, Antoine Leroux, and Jedediah Smith soon made 
Taos and Santa Fe the centers of a bustling fur trade.
These trappers made long sojourns along the Ute slave trail 
and gathered pelts from a broad area between the San Juan 
and Blue (Abajo) Mountains. Eventually they crossed the 
Great Basin and trapped the streams of California (Moody 
1963, p. 161; Parkhill 1965, p. 71; Semple and Jones 1933, 
p. 201; Lawrence 1941, p. 29).

But the day of the mountain man was short-lived.
When silk hats became popular and the market for beaver

38 .
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pelts collapsed, pack trains of furs ceased to converge on 
Santa Fe„ Instead they were replaced by Mexican caravans 
carrying goods bound for California. It was under this new 
cycle of trade that the Old Spanish Trail took on the 
aspects of a single, well-defined thoroughfare. These 
caravans were loaded with woolen cloth to be traded in 
California for silk and spices, brought to the coast by 
Yankee Clippers from China. By the mid-1840's this trade 
reached sizable proportions and carried cargoes worth small 
fortunes. At the same time "the Ute chieftains became more 
demanding in their extortion at the fords and passes, and 
the skulking Piutes haunted the train continually, pil
fering night camps and killing stragglers. Year by year 
more of the small traders banded together, forming large 
caravans for their mutual protection on the trail" (Moody 
1963, p. 177).

In order to avoid fording problems these huge 
caravans made their journeys in the late summer and fall 
when rivers were shallow. Yet travel at these times of the 
year was also hazardous due to shortage of water. Since 
these merchants drove along with them herds of stock, some
times numbering up to 1,000 head, they were attracted to the 
Old Spanish Trail because of the watering places along its 
course (Moody 1963, p. 177). They made careful note of the 
.more dependable springs along this trail. In the Montelores 
region, between the Dolores River and the Blue Mountains of
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Utah, there were three such springs referred to by.name: 
Surouaro, at the head of Yellow Jacket Canyon; 0jo Valle- 
cito, at the head of Alkali Canyon; and Tierra Blanca, at 
the head of Monument Canyon (Figure 5) (Hafen and Hafen "
1954, pp. 347, 364; Macomb 1876, pp. 88-89; Hayden 187 7, p. 
245). Eventually these and other springs became familiar 
to most travelers and remained favorite camping places 
throughout the American cattle period.

Those mountain men remaining in the West after the 
collapse of the beaver trade soon found another occupation—  
horse stealing. Both horses and mules were selling at a 
premium in Santa Fe and the California ranches were poorly 
guarded. "Many of these traders encouraged gentle or 
renegade Indians to raid the California herds and drive the 
stolen horses to designated locations in the unsettled 
country behind the mountains. From here the mountain men 
would drive them to Santa Fe to sell" (Lawrence 1941, p. 29). 
The return trip to Santa.Fe followed the Old Spanish Trail 
back through the Montelores region which offered water and 
grass to the exhausted herds. This traffic in stolen horses 
was mutually profitable to both the Americans involved and 
the merchants in Santa Fe and, therefore, continued without 
interference from Mexican authorities.

The American annexation of most of northern Mexico 
in 1848 and the subsequent discovery of gold in California 
quickly put an end to both the traffic in stolen horses and



the Mexican caravans. As a consequence of these events the 
whole of southwestern Colorado was isolated from the main
stream of events in western America for the next quarter of 
a century„ "

In the political transfer of 1848 the Montelores 
region was transformed from a bridge to a barrier. Between 
1776 and 1848 the area was a vital link between two far- 
flung outposts of the Spanish.and Mexican empires. After 
1848 this region came to be regarded only as a dangerous 
barrier that blocked the way to the Pacific coast. The Old 
Spanish Trail was considered too long and rugged a journey 
for. wagons (Moody 1963, p. 181). The major transcontinen
tal routes avoided the mountains of Colorado entirely and 
swung to the north, through South Pass, Wyoming, or crossed 
through New Mexico and Arizona where the mountains were 
broken and slopes more gentle.

In fact, America was so preoccupied with California 
that it was not until 1859 that any attempt was made to 
inventory this section of the annexed territory. This 
military survey was led by a Capt. J. N. Macomb (1876), 
who, as can be gathered from the following description, was 
not greatly impressed with what he saw.

As we stood on its threshold (the Great Sage Plain) 
we looked far but over a great plain, to the eye 
limitless as the sea; the monotonous outline of its 
surface varied only by two or three small island
like mountains, so distant as scarcely to rise 
.above the horizon. From here we leave the lofty 
sierras of the Rocky Mountain system— and take our
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weary way across the arid expanse of the great
western plateau” a region whose dreary monotony
is only broken by frightful chasms, where alone 
the weary traveler finds shelter from the burning 
heat of a cloudless sun, and where he seeks, too 
often in vain, a cooling draught that shall slake 
his thirst (p. 83).

Occasionally during the 1860's a few miner and 
settlers passed through the region on their way to Montana 
and Oregon. In 1861 and again in 1866 miners from Arizona 
followed McElmo Canyon to Ute Mountain and struck the Santa 
Fe and Salt Lake trail at the "Big Bend" of the Dolores 
River. Finding no signs of ore deposits these parties . 
pushed on to Montana (McKinney 1934, p. 230; Daughters of 
the American Revolution 1952, p. 135). Three years later a
third party of miners, led by a Sheldon Shafer, took the Old
Spanish Trail from Santa Fe, camped at Mitchell Springs and 
finally moved on to the LaPlata Mountains where they 
located the first mining claim in southwestern Colorado 
(Daughters of the American Revolution 1952, p. 135).

The arrival in 1874 of a fourth mining expedition, 
led by Capt. John Moss and financed by Parrott Brothers 
banking firm of San Francisco marks the beginning of the end 
of the period of Ute dominance. It also established the 
first permanent settlement in the region since the time of 
the Anasazi. During the previous year this party made their 
way across the Colorado Plateau and entered Montezuma Valley 
through the Aztec Puerta, but continued on east into the 
more inviting Mancos Valley. Here they established Merritt1s
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Ranch, atop the old detached terrace, at the juncture of two 
major trails (Figure 5) (Hafen and Hafen 1959, p. 306).

The Mancos Valley proved to be an ideal winter 
retreat during the first two years of mining. If offered 
easy access to the placer deposits of LaPlata Canyon and, 
at the same time, supplied grass, water, and game long after 
snow had come to the high country.

In review, during the 1850's and 1860's the region 
was abandoned to the Utes and the trail fell into disuse. 
Except for a- few wandering miners and settlers bound for 
Oregon and Montana the region was ignored until the return 
of the mining frontier, marked by the establishment of 
Merritt's Ranch. ..



CHAPTER 5

THE OPEN RANGE-IRRIGATED AGRICULTURAL PERIOD

The cattle range industry and irrigated agriculture, 
which developed in the region simultaneously, are treated in 
great detail in this chapter« In order to understand why 
the rancher adopted the old Indian trails it is necessary to 
examine the cattle operation. Also, to understand why the 
irrigators selected certain locations over others for 
settlement it is important that we discuss their methods of 
-agriculture and the problems they faced. .

The Open Range Era
The Coming of Cattle

Capt. Moss and his party of miners were soon joined 
by a few cattlemen lured by rumors of virgin grasslands in 
the Mancos Valley. By 1875 Moss shifted his mining opera
tions to the new boom town of Parrott City, at the mouth of 
LaPlata Canyon. Hordes of miners, traders, gamblers, and 
prostitutes swelled into western Colorado (Crofutt 1885, p. 
129). Cattlemen, farmers, and a few disappointed miners 
soon began to drift into the Mancos Valley and take up land^ 

The ranchers followed the cattle trails north from 
Texas and New Mexico and arrived soon after mining began. 
Their arrival in the Montelores region introduces onto the

44
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northern. Colorado Plateau an open range economy which 
originated on the plains of west Texas during the Civil War. 
After 1865 returning war veterans from all over the South 
joined with resident Texans in establishing an industry 
based upon the driving of wild stock to railhead towns in 
Kansas. During the 1870's these herds, in search of fresh 
pasture, were driven from west Texas up the Pecos Valley 
(Baker 1927, p. 655) to New Mexico and southwestern Colorado, 
constantly ahead of the westward expanding railroad.

Southwestern Colorado was particularly attractive to 
these cattlemen. Here was free pasture where cattle could 
be fattened and either sold at a handsome profit to the 
mining camps of the LaPlata and San Juan Mountains or 
shipped east by rail, which by 1878 had pushed as far west 
as- Alamosa.

The first herds to enter the region appeared in the 
Mancos Valley in 1876 (Freeman 1958, p. 28). The largest 
herd numbered about 1,000 head and had been driven in from 
Pueblo, Colorado in the hope of supplying beef to the people 
of Parrott City.

For the first few years settlers trickled in slowly. 
The grazing possibilities of the Mancos Vallye had been 
known since Spanish times, yet there were other factors 
which tended to make settlement there unattractive. First, 
this area had long been considered the domain of Mormondom, 
and until 1861 was politically a part of Utah Territory.



Suspicion of Mormons was high among many Texans, who were 
not anxious for a repeat of the Mountain Meadow Massacre. 
(Miller 1968). Secondly, up until 1880 all of southwestern 
Colorado was locked up in the Consolidated Ute Indian 
Reservation. Many of the early ranchers, illegally tres
passing on Indian land, paid dearly in lives and stock.
This further served to discourage white settlement.
Finally, for a long time the Mancos and Dolores Valleys 
stood as exclaves of settlement, separated from the rapidly 
developing San Luis Valley by over 120 miles of mountain 
terrain. These mountains, consisting of alternating north- 
south trending ridges and valleys, are particularly hard to 
cross in an east-west direction and, before the construction 
of roads, were impassable for long periods during the winter 
due to snow. The possibility of Indian or Mormon attack and 
starvation forestalled intensive settlement Of the region 
until the 1880's.

Throughout the late 18701s more and more herds 
appeared in the area. Some were good sized and were owned 
either by prosperous individuals, large cattle corporations, 
or groups of smaller cattlemen who had pooled their herds. 
These herds were mostly from Texas and New Mexico and within 
a short time ranged throughout the entire region. But most 
of the herds were small and were usually owned by home
steaders who had made the arduous journey from the San Luis 
Valley or Pueblo. The former group consisted of hard-core
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cattlemen intent on establishing an open range economy like 
that of Texas„ The latter group, while also possessing 
cattle, were primarily interested in agriculture (Freeman 
1958, pp. 50-55; Hall, 1968).

Here then are two groups, each with different aims 
as to land use. They settled in different areas: the
ranchers in the Dolores Valley and the homesteaders in the 
Mancos Valley. As a result, each of these valleys developed 
along somewhat different economic lines. The Dolores Valley 
remained the focal area of.ranching throughout the open 
range era, while the Mancos Valley, only some seventeen 
miles to the southeast, concentrated upon such irrigated 
crops as alfalfa, wheat, potatoes, and hay. Both valleys 
had cattle, both soon developed irrigated agriculture, and 
both, at least at first, had an economy geared to the 
production of foodstuffs for the mining camps of the LaPlata 
and San Juan Mountains. The difference between these two 
early nuclei of settlement is readily noticeable when one 
considers the relationship between irrigated agriculture 
and cattle ranching. In the Dolores Valley irrigation was 
practiced only to provide supplementary, cattle feed and. 
garden vegetables which were consumed on the ranch. In the 
Mancos Valley, cattle ranching assumed a position secondary 
to that of irrigated agriculture. -In fact, the irrigated 
crops were grown in surplus and intended for human
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consumption outside of the valley. This difference became 
more pronounced during the 1890's and is still evident today.

The Rancher
The year 1879 witnessed the influx of a sizable 

number of additional herds from New Mexico and Texas. In 
September of that year Utes set fire to the sagebrush of the 
Dolores Plateau in attempt to drive out the white men and 
their cattle. In effect, it had the opposite result, for 
the following spring grass replaced the burned-out sage and 
served to attract other cattlemen to the area (U. S. Depart
ment of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation 1964, p. 2). As 

— -a further-attraction, beef was selling at a good price
throughout the United States and rumors circulated that the 
Denver and Rio Grande Southern Railroad would soon extend 
its line clear to the Dolores River.

The sage-covered Montezuma Valley, lacking perennial
streams, was bypassed by these ranchers. Instead, they
continued north to the "Big Bend" of the Dolores River.
Here the canyon floor widens to as much as a half-mile in
places and, as can be seen by the following description,
offered a plentiful supply of water and grass.

Gottonwood-groves and many varieties of bushes and 
vines line the banks, and a rich growth of grass 
covers the alluvial flats. On the borders of the 
canyon below there is a pretty heavy growth of 
pinyons, ceadars, and pines; and above, on the 
various branches about the headwaters, there is a 
combination of forest and meadow, of pine and 
aspen groves, and rich, grassy parks, that is
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lovely beyond comparison. It is a paradise within 
a day's walk of a desert, and its beauty is much 
enhanced by the contrast (Hayden 1877, p. 266).

Most of these ranchers, having had experience on the
Great Plains, were well aware of the importance of securing 
claim to the available water. Here, as on the Plains, the 
difference between success and failure was water. Grass 
could easily be obtained on Public Domain lands, but access
to water was limited t o .a relatively small portion of the
region. As a result, between 1877 and 1881 most of the 
bottomland in this "Big Bed" section of the Dolores River 
was taken up in homesteads (Montezuma Valley Platt Book). 
These 160-acre holdings were used as bases of operations. 
Here the cattlemen established the ranch headquarters— the 
house, barn, shipping pens, and irrigated fields. Location 
here not only gave them a year-around source of water, but 
also strategically placed them between the rich summer 
pastures of the upper Dolores Plateau and the San Juans and 
the winter pasture offered by the area west and southwest of 
the Dolores River.

Those ranchers arriving after 1881 were forced to 
take up land in scattered locations above and below the 
Dolores River or to push on to the Great Sage Plain between 
present-day Dove Creek, and the Blue Mountains of Utah.
Among these latecomers were some of the largest cattle out
fits in the West. The Morgan Ranch established at present- 
day Arriola ran some 8,000 head of cattle and controlled a
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sizable portion of the Upper Montezuma Valley (Miller, 1968;
Rodgers 1969) „ Between 1880 and 1883 the Carlisle Cattle
Company (Kansas and New Mexico Land and Cattle Company), the
L. C. Herd, and the Texas Outfit brought in some 50,000 head
of longhorns and laid claim to a vast tract of land
stretching from the Blue Mountains to the San Juan River.

Although these last three herds were based in Utah
they pastured a large number of their cattle in southwestern
Colorado„ In addition to taking Colorado grass, these large
cattle companies.further infuriated Dolores Valley ranchers
by introducing an undesirable element of society. Due to
the remoteness of the area and the indifference of the large
cattle companies as to whom they hired, southeastern Utah
soon developed into an outlaw sanctuary rivaling Wyoming's
"Hole in the Wall" (Perkins, Nielson, and Jones 1957, p. 90;
Lyman 1962, p. 137; Parkhill 1962, p. 21).

The livestock drives passed, close to the actual 
"Pour Corners" of Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and 
New Mexico--a situation made to order for cattle
rustlers. If a sheriff armed with a warrant was
hot on the.trail of a gang of cattle thieves, the 

1 rustlers merely moved across a state line beyond 
his jurisdiction; and these border-hoppers had 
the choice of refuge in three states (Parkhill 
1962, p. 21).

This cattle stealing often involved Montelores ranchers in 
armed conflict with the Utes, who were blamed for the theft.



The Annual Grazing Cycle
The annual•grazing cycle is important in this study 

of trails because it explains why many of the Anasazi and 
Ute trails were maintained during this period of American 
occupance. Cattlemen who wintered their stock in the arid 
canyon-country in the western part of the region were 
particularly attentive to the location of Anasazi ruins„
These ruins served as indicators, of water, which could 
usually b e .found close by in springs or pools in the 
abandoned reservoirs, In driving their cattle from one of 
these locations to the next the cattlemen were forced many 
times by sheer canyon walls or precipices to use the pre
existing trails.

Also, the cattlemen in their alternation between 
winter and summer pasture followed a migratory pattern 
somewhat similar to that of the Utes before them. They 
faced the same problem as the Indians in negotiating the 
Dolores Canyon and, for the most part, solved it by adopting 
trails blazed by the Utes. •

The cattle operation in the Dolores Valley, and to 
a certain extent in the Mancos Valley, was a combination of 
the Texas open range method and the practice of transhumance. 
Essentially it was no more than the seasonal alternation of 
stock between high and low elevations. At first glance this 
seems a simple enough operation, but closer.examination re
veals some of the hardships involved.



52
With the coming of June and completion of the spring 

roundup, cattle were gradually driven from the ranch head
quarters in the Dolores Valley to summer pasture on the 
higher portions of the Dolores Plateau, north and east of 
the river. During the wetter years movement toward these 
high pastures had to be prolonged to as late as July because 
of larkspur (Delphinium scaposum), which is poisonous to 
cattle. By about mid-June the herds were ranging in the 
higher pastures of the San Juans, where they remained for 
the rest of the summer.

Movement of cattle from their summer pasture to the 
ranch headquarters usually followed almost exactly those 
trails used by the Utes. Such trails for the most part 
followed the bottoms of the canyons joining the Dolores 
Canyon from the north. These provided the line of least 
resistance and also assured plentiful supplies of water.

In late August and early September the fall roundup 
took place in the Dolores Valley. At this time beef cattle, 
heifers bearing their first calf, and calves born late in 
the summer were cut from the herd. After the branding, the 
beef cattle bound for, market were driven to the railhead at 
Alamosa, and later, Durango and Mancos. The heifers due to 
calve for the first time the following spring were kept on 
the ranch where they would be fed during the coming winter. 
The rest of the herd continued on south or west to winter 
pasture below the Dolores River. ,
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In leaving the Dolores Valley the cattlemen 

continued following the.old Ute trails (Figure 6). The 
major reason is that these trails ascended the valley's con
fining walls at saddles or other places where the cliffs 
were lower. After gaining the plateau surface these trails 
joined the Old Spanish Trail which was commonly used by 
herds driven to winter pasture near the Blue Mountaines of 
Utah. Many of the cattlemen, however, used the lower 
Dolores Plateau and the Montezuma Valley for fall pasture, 
s metimes lingering here until late December (Miller 1968).

Winter forage on the lower Dolores Plateau and in 
the Montezuma Valley, consisting mainly of sagebrush and a 
small amount of western wheat (Agropyron smithii) and grama 
(Bouteloua curtipendula) grasses, was poor to begin with.
In the early 1880's, as sage began to replace grasses in 
areas burned over in the fire of 1879, and as more and more 
cattle appeared on the range it became necessary to push the 
herds farther and farther to the southwest and west. At the 
height of the open range period it was not uncommon for 
Dolores Valley ranchers to winter-graze stock as far south 
as the San Juan River in Utah or as far west as the Blue 
Mountains.

The movement of stock to winter pasture was one of 
the most critical parts of the whole transhumance cycle.
From the time the herds left the Dolores Valley to the 
arrival of the first snow of winter they would be passing
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through the most arid portions of the' whole .region— the" 
Montezuma Valley and the canyon-country to the northwest.
Here it was necessary to drift from one spring or water hole 
to the next. In drought years springs were more dependable 
than water holes, and were commonly found at the. heads of 
canyons cut into the Dakota sandstone. These springs 
served to entice cattlemen to use such canyons as Trail, 
Yellow Jacket, Cross, and Hoovenweep in moving their stock 
down to McElmo Creek and, eventually, on to the San Juan 
River.

In passing down these canyons or following along the 
tops of the intervening interfluves, the cattlemen found the 
old Anasazi ruins helpful in locating water. Often springs 
that had silted in from lack of use were not visible on the 
surface. Yet the presence of a collapsed pueblo or watch 
tower aided the rancher.in locating and uncovering these ■ 
buried springs. Anasazi reservoirs, ponding runoff from 
summer thunderstorms, also offered limited supplies of water 
for cattle. Present day ranchers have restored these ancient 
reservoirs as stock ponds. Also, along the Old Spanish 
Trail, springs at the heads of Yellow Jacket, Sandstone,
Dove Creek, and Monument Canyons provided watering places 
for cattle bound for the Blue Mountains of Utah. This road 
was also traveled during the spring and fall by many of the 
large herds owned by cattle companies having their head
quarters near Monticello, Utah. In moving their stock in
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and out of the region these large owners stuck fairly close 
to the Old Spanish Trail,.primarily because there is where 
water could be found.

After the cattle reached their destination in south
eastern Utah and could depend upon snow for water, they were 
allowed to range at will over a vast expanse of territory 
until spring. -

Beginning in May the drovers combed the winter range,
gathering the stock and slowly moving them back toward the
Dolores Valley by way of McElmo Creek and its tributary
canyons. Those cattlemen following McElmo Creek paused in
the Montezuma Valley for the spring roundup." In May and
June, particularly in years when the.spring rains are heavy,
young, tender grass shoots usually carpet this valley floor
and provide abundant forage for a short period. The spring
roundup was something of a cooperative effort and is here
described by Freeman (1958):

The riders are sent but ten to fifteen miles in 
every direction to bring in the cattle. The riders 
worked every part of the valley (Montezuma), to get 
every animal. Here the roundup was a community 
project; every ranch had men working in the roundup 
crew. The calves would be separated from their 
mothers, the brand would be called out by the 
cutter and the appropriate brand laid on the animal.
After the job was done here, the crew would move on 
to another roundup ground (p. 58).

These roundup grounds are significant to this study 
in that during the early open range period they were popular 
congregating places for cattlemen, even at times other than
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the roundup. A comparison of Figures 5 and 6 illustrates 
that the roundup grounds, were located very close to many of 
the habitations built by the Anasazi. Some of these sites, 
by virtue of location on the Old Spanish Trail, were also 
frequented by the Utes,. Spanish, Mexicans, and early 
American trappers and traders. In establishing their 
roundup grounds at these points the cattlemen assured their 
continued occupance for well into the twentieth century.

The majority of these grounds were strung out in a 
northwest-southeast line extending .from the Montezuma.Valley 
to Dove Creek (Figure.6).

A roundup ground could be found at the head of 
almost every canyon tributary to McElmo Creek. Every spring 
cattle wintered in these canyons would be driven upstream to 
a point where the sheer sandstone walls phased into a gentle 
swale. Here the cattle were gathered in corrals for 
branding and castration.

Location at the heads of these canyons was desirable 
for several reasons. The primary advantage was proximity to 
water. Springs at the heads of Monument, Dove Creek, Alkali, 
Sandstone, Yellow Jacket, and Trail Canyons could be counted 
on to supply enough water to the herds during the period of 
branding.. Secondly, these grounds were situated in higher 
ground that commanded a view of the whole western half of 
the region, and thereby give ample warning of the approach 
of Ute raiding parties from Utah.
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After the branding, the drive would continue north

east through the pinyon-juniper timber or swing south along 
the Old Spanish Trail and through the faulted corridor 
called "Texas Flat." Either course would take them to the 
ranch headquarters in the Dolores Valley and then on to 
summer pasture in the mountains.

In the Montezuma Valley, roundup grounds at Mitchell 
Springs (old Unagua Springs) and on the ridge where Cortez 
now sits handled the cattle coming up through McElmo Canyon 
(Miller 1968, Hall 1968, Edmonson 1969, Mackelroy 19 69).
From here the cattle were moved Out of the region to Texas 
and New Mexico, either over Aztec Divide or through the 
Mahcos Valley.

The grazing operation in the Mancos Valley was 
similar in pattern, yet neither the number of cattle nor the 
area involved equaled that of the Dolores Valley. Here the 
ranchers made good use of the summer pasture offered by the 
LaPlata Mountains. With the approach of winter the cattle 
were moved south, through the Mancos Valley, and onto Mesa 
Verde and Weber and Menefee Mountains. These mesas provided 
good grazing during the fall. After the first heavy snow of 
winter the cattle drifted down from the mesa tops into either 
the Montezuma Valley or the maze of canyons that dissect the 
southern slope of the Mesa Verde.

Therefore, as a result of the transhumance cycle, 
the cattlemen for the most part kept the same trails left to
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them by the Ute and Ana's a zi. The Ute trails crossing the 
Dolores Canyon, the trail through McElmo Canyon, the Old 
Spanish Trail, and the Col Wagon Trail were all used for 
cattle drives, and in this way were distinctly marked upon 
the land. The old Anasazi footpaths up Trail and Yellow 
Jacket Canyons and the trails running along the tops of 
interfluves between Monument and Squaw Canyons and between 
Hoovenweep and Cross Canyons were also maintained. The 
latter, called the Old Bluff Road, became the major connec
tion between the Dolores Valley and the lower San Juan River 
of Utah.

The only major trail which fell into disuse, and 
eventually ceased to exist, during the cattle period was the 
Escalante Trail. It served no purpose for the ranchers, 
lacked dependable sources of water and, therefore, was 
abandonedi

Cattle Settlements
Settlements came late to the Montelores region.during 

the cattle period. For the most part they were built near 
roundup grounds and after the trail network had already been 
adopted. The difficulty of getting supplies was one of the 
early problems facing the ranchers. Except for a few 
scattered Indian trading posts in the Montezuma Valley and 

southeastern Utah most provisions were obtained during 
occasional trips to Alamosa.
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About 1877 a party of Spanish-American merchants 

arrived in the region, bringing with them a wagonload of 
blankets, liquor, and other goods from Santa Fe (Wagner 
1969). They established a trading post and boarding house 
at a roundup grounds on the Dolores River, near the junction. 
of the Old Spanish and Col Wagon Trails (Durango Herald News, 
April 23, 1959). Here they hoped to intercept local trade 
as well as the business of those travelers passing through 
the region. Within a year the semblance of a town began to 
develop. Named Big Bend after the abrupt curvature in the 
course of the river, this settlement even during its heyday 
never consisted of more than a saloon, store, post office, 
hotel, livery stable, and fifty people (Freeman 1958, 
pp. 30-31 * Crofutt 1885, p. 88). Although no Anasazi ruins 
are known to have existed on the site occupied by Big Bend 
it, like the rest of the Dolores Valley, may have been under 
cultivation. Since this location is where the Old Spanish 
Trail descended to the river, it had also been used by Utes, 
Spanish, Mexicans, and American fur trappers as a camping 
ground. '

After 1882 the town was connected with Mancos by 
stage and, until the arrival of the railroad and the founding 
of Dolores in 1891, Big Bend Was the most popular gathering 
place in the whole region. It was easily accessible by 
cattlemen from both the Dolores and Mancos Valleys. Although
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the saloon was a major attraction, the post office offered 
the only contact with friends and relatives in the East;

Except for Big Bend, settlement during the early 
cattle period outside of the Dolores and Mancos Valley was 
very, limited. There were about a dozen ranches west of the 
Mancos Valley (Montezuma County Platt Book), each located 
near a spring. The spring at the head of Alkali Draw 
furnished water for a handful of ranchers who formed the 
nucleus for a small community called Beulah (Freeman 1958, 
p. 140). Stores sprang up at Mitchell Springs but this 
settlement catered mainly to passing cowboys and travelers 
and never developed into a population center until a later 
period.

The Homesteaders
By 1880 farmers had claimed the entire Mancos Valley. 

This extensive lowland is located immediately east of Mesa 
Verde and is formed where erosion has swept back the Upper 
Cretaceous beds to the south. At first the handful of early 
ranchers tried to resist the swarm of settlers by fencing 
off huge tracts of land (Peake 1937, p. 72). Eventually the 
superior numbers of the homesteaders won out and the valley 
became a patchwork of farms, much as it was during Anasazi 
times.

These homesteaders selected the Mancos Valley for 
settlement for several reasons. First, and most important,
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this valley is more humid than other irrigable sections of 
the region. Precipitation here is between sixteen and 
eighteen inches annually (Berry 1968, p. 18), while the 
Montezuma Valley and McElmo Canyon receive only between ten" 
and thirteen and one-half inches. This higher precipitation 
meant that crops would demand less irrigation water. 
Secondly, the Mancos Valley contained a perennial stream, 
plenty of wood for fuel and construction, and, since most of 
it was covered by grass, required little in the way of 
clearing the land. Finally, the Mancos Valley was close to 
the mining camps of the LaPlata and San Juan Mountains, 
where the farmers hoped to market their crops.

From the start the farmers depended upon irrigation. 
Small earthen reservoirs higher on the Dolores Plateau 
impounded run-off of spring and winter rains. These 
reservoirs drained into a maze, of individual irrigation 
canals crisscrossing the landscape and bringing water to the 
terraces of the Mancos Valley. These canals were poorly 
constructed. Some individuals sloped their ditches by using 
a pan of water as a crude level and sighting across its 
opposite edge (Smith 1968). . Most were shallow and fre
quently washed out in the loose shaley soil.

In the northern part of the valley the Mancos River 
and its tributaries have cut terraces through a deposit of 
Pleistocene gravels and boulders. These stream terraces of 
the valley were easy to irrigate. Their step-like form
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allowed the irrigator, to control and evenly distribute his
share of water over the field. The soils of the terraces
are a silty loam (Paxton 1969) and were easily worked and
very fertile. However many of the original homesteaders
failed to prosper. This may have been due to distance from
markets, hardships of frontier life, and a host of other
causes of which the author is ignorant. Many sold their
160 acre claims and left the valley and pushed on for
Colorado 6 s Grand Valley. Some of these claims were bought
up by the more "successful farmers, who soon accumulated large
holdings. One Of these large farms is described by an early
editor of the Mancos . Times:

The Alamo Ranch owned by Mr.; B. K. Wetherill, is 
one of the most beautiful and fertile mountain 
farms in the West, and Mr. Wether ill. and sons are 
constantly adding to their acteage. This year 
they will harvest nearly 200 acres of wheat and 
75 acres of oats. . . . They now own 1,000 acres
of agricultural lands and have about 300 acres . 
under a high state of cultivation. Their home is 
large and commodious, and is surrounded by good 
barns, machinery houses, blacksmith shop and 
numerous tenement houses. Long since the yoke of 
oxen have been discarded and it is now necessary 
to employ twenty teams of good horses on the 
ranch. Mr. Wetherill has two good ditches and has 
completed a reservoir which when filled will cover 
from six to eight acres and will be capable of 
irrigating an extensive scope of ground (McNitt 
1957, p. 17).

Potatoes, wheat, oats, barley, hay, and alfalfa were 
the most common crops, and, in addition, each farmer kept a 
sizable herd of cattle which were left to fend for themselves 
on the surrounding mesa slopes.
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In 1881 a new element was added to the valley.-— the 

Mormons. These settlers had scattered from the San Juan 
colonizing expedition's settlement at Bluff, Utah, where the 
amount and fertility of agricultural lands had not lived up' 
to Mormon expectations. Surplus settlers moved out from the 
initial colony at Bluff and founded Monticello, Verdure, and 
Blanding in Utah, and Webber south of the Mancos Valley.

When the Mormons arrived in the Mancos Valley the 
only available land left unclaimed was in Webber Canyon, a 
small cliff-bound lowland separated from the main valley by 
a low divide. With typical Mormon industry they set about 
clearing the land, which was soon covered by orchards and 
irrigated fields. .

The Webber community is interesting in that it 
deviates from the typical Mormon grid pattern village. 
Confined by steep canyon walls, the Mormons had little choice 
but to extend their settlement in a line along the canyon
floor. This linear design compels exceptional elongation of
the fields which extend back from the road at right angles.

An outstanding characteristic of settlement form in 
both the Mancos Valley and Webber community is the wide
spread distribution of cottonwood trees. They surround the
houses, fringe the:lanes, and border the sides of a majority 
of the fields. Obviously they provide shade, yet their 
esthetic value to the local people must be substantial,



especially when one considers the amount of water these 
trees consume.

About the same time the nucleus of a town, called 
Man cos f began around Merritt's Ranch in the Mancos Valley, 
The actual site of the new settlement had been occupied on 
and off since the Anasazi period. Ruins at this and other 
locations throughout the valley indicate that its agricul
tural development must have been substantial. Because of 
its location at a point where several trails converge in 
fording the Mancos River, this site was a favorite camping 
grounds for the Ute, Spanish, Mexicans, and early Americans. 
The first American farmers to settle in the valley estab
lished themselves at this location also. Aside from the 
fact of location at a break in the transportation network, 
this settlement developed because of the need of the early 
homesteaders to join together for their mutual protection 
against the hostile Utes.

In 1883 the first store was opened; within two years 
a blacksmith shop, bank, general merchandise store, hotel, 
and two saloons were added (Freeman 19 58, p. 35), The 
permanent population was only ten (McKinney 1934, p. 230), 
but.this was soon to increase with the arrival of the . 
railroad the following year.

Besides agriculture, sawmilling and grist milling 
were early sources of income. Fir and aspen timber from the 
slopes surrounding the Mancos Valley were hauled to building



sites throughout the region and later supplied the lumber 
for the irrigated settlements in the Montezuma Valley.
Mancos also soon became an outfitting station for miners 
bound for the LaPlata Mountains and for parties pushing on"' 
into the "Four Corners" country. The discovery of the cliff 
dwellings in 1888 made Mancos the road and rail terminus for 
visitors to the Mesa Verde.

The year 1887 marked, the peak of the open range 
period. Farming, being limited to the Mancos Valley, posed 
no threat at this time to the cattlemen's control of the 
range. Between 1880 and 1883 a series of rich silver strikes 
along the West Dolores River had inaugurated a mining boom 
climaxing with the establishment of the mining camp of Rico. 
Miners operating diggings in this vicinity, many of them 
successfully, bought everything the Montelores region could 
provide in the way of supplies. In 1881 the Denver and Rio 
Grande Southern Railroad extended its line to Durango and, 
within five years, pushed the rails to Mancos. Prior to the 
arrival of the railroad the local economy was subject to the 
fluctuating demand for beef at the mining camps. The rail
road opened the region to outside markets, at a time when the 
national demand for beef was at a record high. Even the 
scrawny Texas cattle were bringing between $35 and $36 per 
head (Peake 19 37, p. .276 ) .

Gold diggings on. the San Juan River also boosted the- 
cattle industry in southwestern Colorado. Although the real
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exploitation of these placer deposits was not to begin until 
the 1890's, small strikes constantly lured men to try their 
hand at panning. Whether successful or not these miners 
bought beef, and therefore contributed to the local economyf 

Gold, silver, the railroad, and a favorable market- 
all acted to create a small cattle empire. Within a year 
these same factors would serve to attract large scale 
irrigation development— the first of a series of death-blows 
to the open range industry.

The Era of Large Scale Irrigation 
Corporative endeavors to irrigate large tracts of 

land were not new to Colorado. During the 187O's American 
and British capitalists, actively supported irrigation schemes 
all along the base of the Front Range. After the removal of 
the Utes in 1881 to a fifteen mile strip in the extreme 
southwestern corner of the state, the whole western slope 
was thrown open to settlers. Accompanying these settlers,
and preceding them in the Mohtelores region, was the land

. • " '
developer and speculator.

As early as 1885 one of the local ranchers had 
captured the interest of a group of Eastern investors with 
a scheme to irrigate the Montezuma Valley. There were a 
number of considerations which tended to make the venture 
particularly attractive. Beginning in the late 1870's the 
Colorado State Legislature passed a series of bills which
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distributed water priorities by date of canal construction
rather than by date of the actual irrigation of the land
(Dunbar 1950, pp. 251-254)„ This saved an irrigation
company the expense of purchasing the land to be irrigated r"
and, at the same time, prevented any use of the water by
rival irrigation interests„ Secondly, rich mineral strikes
in the surrounding mountains presented a waiting -market for
all agricultural products. Thirdly, it appeared as if
southwestern Colorado's transportation problems were finally
going to be solved. Not only had rail service been extended
to Mancos, but it was soon scheduled to link up with a line
from the south proposed, by the Rio Grande and Utah Railroad.

The main line of the Rio Grande and Utah Railroad 
will be built via the Montezuma Valley, with a 
branch from Farmington to Durango. The distance 
from Farmington to Cortez is only sixty miles and 

. offers a natural road bed with easy grades and no 
snow. The second city in Colorado will be built 
in the Montezuma Valley, and for substantial 
resources to back it, will be the first 
(Montezuma Journal. April 28, 1888).

Finally, the land to be irrigated, the Montezuma 
Valley, appeared to lend itself very well to the even dis
tribution of water. The downwarping. of the sedimentary, beds 
(Coffin 1924, Map) in this area serves to create a broad, 
saucer-shaped lowland known as the Upper Montezuma Valley. 
Tilted as it is toward the south, this synclinal depression 
resembles a massive amphitheater, whose arena would be the 
Lower Montezuma Valley, a narrow corridor cut through the 
soft Mancos shale by the headwaters of McElmo Creek. The



northern and northeastern margins of this amphitheater are 
distinctly visible since they are marked by faults and 
tilted beds of Dakota sandstone and Mancos shale. The 
northwestern rim gently phases into the McElmo Anticline tcf 
the west, and is not as easily discernible. By cutting 
through the low divide separating the Dolores River from the 
Montezuma Valley, water could be diverted by lateral canals 
around the rim of the valley and irrigate the land below. 
Irrigation return-flow could be easily drained off down 
McElmo Creek. Slopes were gentle enough to prevent serious 
erosion and the 120 day growing season was sufficiently long 
for the growth of orchards, grains, and hay.

In the spring of 1887 hundreds of men began working 
on the irrigation system. Most had come with their teams 
hoping to earn enough money to buy a farm when the project 
was completed (Daughters of the American Revolution .1961, 
pp. 149-150).

The new town of Cortez soon became the focal point 
of activity during this time. The actual site of the town, 
on a ridge overlooking the Montezuma Valley, is of prime 
concern to this study. More than any other community in the 
region, Cortez represents a site that has experienced con
tinued occupance throughout the region's history. Because 
of the view available from this ridge, it had been used by 
the cattlemen as a roundup ground and by the Ute and Anasazi 
before them for a lookout point. All trails, except the Old
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Spanish Trail, converging in this region cross at or near 
the foot of this ridge. From it one can command a view of 
almost the entire Montezuma Valley. It Would be impossible 
for traffic moving either through the Montezuma Valley or up 
from McElmo Canyon to pass unnoticed. During this early 
stage of the irrigation period this site maintained its 
importance. It was here that the trail through McElmo 
Canyon met the Col Wagon Trail and crossed the course of the 
proposed railroad from Farmington, New Mexico. Situations 
here would allow them to intercept all north—south traffic 
through the region as well as dominate trade within the 
newly developing irrigation district.

At first Cortez consisted of only an unsightly array 
of tents. But eventually the tents began to be replaced by 
frame buildings as merchants and tradesmen started estab
lishing businesses. "Merchants came to build restaurants, 
livery stables, blacksmith shops, and general merchandising 
stores. Other businesses were established and by 1900, the 
town was nearly complete with a post office, school, court
house, churches and a newspaper" (Daughters of the American 
Revolution 1961, p. 149).

Unfortunately, work on the irrigation system was not 
progressing as satisfactorily. ft was four years between 
the time construction began and water was actually delivered 
to the valley. Between 1885 and 1889 two companies, the 
Montezuma Valley Water Supply Co. and the Dolores Number Two
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Land and Canal Company, tunneled 5,400 feet through the 
divide separating the Dolores and Montezuma Valleys. In 
addition lateral canals rimming the Montezuma Valley and, on 
the east, the lower slopes of Mesa Verde were constructed as 
far south as the Aztec Divide. Financial and labor problems 
consistently plagued the companies throughout the entire 
four year period of construction.

After completing the canal system in 1889 the 
companies soon discovered that the majority of the land 
holders were not interested in either buying or using, their 
water (U. S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Reclama
tion 1964, pp. 2-3; Freeman 1958, pp. 96-98). Many of the 
prospective settlers had become discouraged during the four 
years of canal building and moved on to other areas. A 
major reason for this was the failure of the proposed rail
road from Farmington to materialize. Another blow to the 
settler.was that land in the Montezuma Valley was not : 
subject to settlement under the Homestead Act (U. S. Depart
ment of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation 1964, p. 2). The 
settler was therefore expected to pay cash for both the 
water and the land. This proved to be too great a financial 
burden for the majority of the farmers. Land speculators, 
having no use for the irrigation water, soon gained control 
of large sections of the valley, which they, intended to hold 
for a. more favorable price. As a result the irrigation 
companies responsible for construction soon became bankrupt.
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From its birth in 1889 to the 1920's irrigation in the 
Montezuma Valley was characterized by poor service, lack of 
development, and. bankruptcy. During the period 1895-1920 
the irrigation holdings changed hands five times; in each 
case the company became insolvent (U. S. Department of the 
Interior Bureau of Reclamation 1964, pp. 2-3).

Although the irrigation scheme was a financial 
disaster, some settlement did result from the arrival of 
water in the valley.. In general three areas were settled: 
the floor of the Montezuma Valley, the rim of the Upper 
Montezuma Valley, and McElmo Canyon.

The valley floor was settled first, primarily 
because of the ease in clearing the sagebrush. Pinyon- 
juniper timber covering the valley's rim and slopes was both 
expensive and laborious to remove; these areas then were 
settled somewhat later (Montezuma County Platt Book; Fields 
1969).

The "floor of the Montezuma Valley is not a level 
expanse, but is broken by hills and ridges that stand some 
forty to fifty feet above the valley floor. These higher 
areas could not be irrigated, of course, and were left in 
pinyon and juniper.: These ridges and hills are remnants and
outcrops of a layer of Mancos shale that underlies the 
valley to a depth as great as forty-five feet. This shale 
is impermeable, and its presence is most evident in the 
vicinity of alluvial fans, where water percolating down
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slope is. forced to the surface (Bradford 1968). It was in 
two such areas of restricted drainage that the first 
settlers took up land--Lakeview and Mitchell Springs (Figure 
7).

In both areas hay and grain farms developed which 
were fairly successful for a short time. The major problem 
was that the land soon became swampy. Since many of the 
farmers had little or no previous experience with this type 
of agriculture there was the general tendency to over
irrigate. Within a few seasons' this over-irrigation, 
combined with the local high water table, transformed the 
valley’s fine textured shaly soils into a soggy mass almost 
impossible to cultivate (Bradford 1968; Fields 1969).

To begin with, the residual soils of the Montezuma 
Valley are not particularly desirable for agriculture.
Soils on the lower colluvual slopes and alluvial fans of 
Mesa Verde and Sleeping Ute Mountain are gray-brown in color 
and have a sandy-loam texture. But as the slopes merge with 
the valley floor the soils rapidly lose their structural 
development and are extremely fine in texture. This adobe 
soil is easily susceptible to erosion and is frequently 
incised by arroyos. Due to their fine texture these shaley 
soils revert to almost a powder when dry for long periods, 
and for this reason do not easily sustain irrigation canals 
and ditches. Salinity, particularly in areas of poor 
drainage, is also a problem. Obviously, the Montezuma
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Valley was not selected for agriculture on the basis of soil 
quality.

Although most of the swamp land in the Lakeview 
district has recently been drained, a good part of it 
remained out of productivity for the first half of this 
century.

Mitchell Springs, like Cortez, traces its original' ■ ' . ■ - '
occupance back to the Anasazi period. Springs here 
furnished Water for a settlement of these ancient agri
culturalists. The Utes named this spring Unagua. For them 
it served as an important source of water during their 
seasonal migration through MeElmo Canyon. By 1879 the name 
was changed to Mitchell Springs, after the first settler in 
the Montezuma Valley., During the following cattle period 
Mitchell Springs became a popular gathering place for the 
local ranchers as well as a roundup grounds. With the 
coming of irrigation, farmers and cattlemen alike shared the 
saloon and traded at the general store. This settlement, 
however, was short lived. Many of the farms around Mitchell 
Springs were completely abandoned by the mid-18901s , mostly 
due to supersaturated soil. As a consequence, the saloon 
and store were moved to the rapidly developing town of 
Cortez.

Crops were mainly, hay, grain, and potatoes, with 
most farmers raising a few beef and dairy cattle. For the 
first few years the agricultural produce was consumed on the
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farm. This left the farmer with little or no means of 
gaining a cash income.

Settlers on the rim of the Upper Montezuma Valley 
were more numerous and, unlike their neighbors on the valley 
floor, were hoping to build an economy based upon an irri
gated specialty crop— apples. Air drainage was the primary 
reason for locating their farms on these: slopes. If the 
trapping of cold air against the fruit trees could be 
avoided in the fall, the average growing season, 129 days, 
would be sufficiently long to allow fruit to mature (Magness 
and Traub 1941, p. 407; "Climates of the States" 1941, p.
806; Bradford 1968; Cox 1969).

Small agricultural communities soon began to develop 
in a horseshoe pattern along the northwestern and north- 
eastern margins of the valley.(Figure 7). Arriola was the 
first of these "apple settlements." During the cattle 
period this had been the headquarters for the Morgan Ranch, 
one of the largest in the region. Mr. Morgan had established 
one of the earliest orchards here and had irrigated the trees 
with water hauled in barrels from the Dolores River. Since 
this orchard first demonstrated that apples could be 
successfully produced on the valley slopes., it is not sur
prising that the early irrigators were attracted to the 
vicinity. During much of its early history Arriola con
sisted of only a store, post office, church, and school. By
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1915 the surrounding population reached an all time high of 
116 (McKinney 1915; p. 171). •

The establishment of Arriola gave rise to the first 
major addition in the region's network of trails since the 
arrival of white settlers. At first Arriola was connected 
to Cortez by only a horse trail. But after communication 
between the two settlements increased around the turn of the 
century this trail was replaced by a dirt road which followed 
section boundaries. This new section road did not end at 
Arriola but tied in with the Old Spanish Trail, which was 
referred to by this time as the Utah Road.

The next town on the ridge, Lewis, was first settled 
in the 1890's but was later abandoned when water failed to 
reach this locality. A second and more successful attempt 
at settlement began in 1906. Four years later the town of 
Lewis was laid out and by 1915 had a population of forty- 
seven (Freeman 1958, pp. 142-143; McKinney 1915, p. 189).

Continuing east around the rim of the valley, the 
next town is Lebanon. First called Hardscrabble, this 
settlement represents a second attempt at corporative 
development in the region following rumors of a proposed 
railroad.

The Santa Fe Railroad proposed to build a line 
between Albuquerque and Thompson, Utah. When talk 
of the railroad centered around Lebanon, the 
Colorado Land and Improvement Company bought up a 
lot of land. In two years a school, store, bank, 
post office, hotel, livery stable, and church were 
built (Montezuma Valley Journal, Jan. 28, 1959).
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In addition fourteen houses were built, nine by the land 
company (The Dolores Star, June 12,.1908). As before, the 
railroad failed to come and the project collapsed. The bank
was never occupied and the town lots and 1100 acres of pro
posed orchard land remained idle.

Lebanon is the only one of these communities which
offers any evidence of settlement prior to the cattle period. 
An Anasazi watch tower and reservoir, as well as pottery and 
arrowheads gathered from these sites, indicate that settle
ment dates back at least to 1.300 A. D. Large quantities of 
Ute arrowheads from the same vicinity plus the fact that Ute 
hunting parties bound for the San Juan Mountains are known to 
have frequented these ruins as late as 1910 indicates the 
popularity of the Lebanon site with the Utes.

The presence of these ruins and artifacts may be 
explained, at least in part, by proximity to the old Col 
Wagon Trail, and, at the same time, offers evidence that 
this trail may have its origin in the Anasazi period. One 
spring, located a short distance south of Lebanon, could 
easily have supplied drinking water for such an agricultural 
settlement. Loess, which can be found in numerous scattered 
deposits throughput the eastern portion of the region, is 
the soil type of the Lebanon vicinity. As noted earlier, 
this soil is highly desirable for agriculture and may further 
account for the ’decision of the Anasazi to .establish fields 
here. .
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The rail line proposed by the Santa Fe Railroad 

would have followed the course of that considered by the Rio 
Grande and Utah Railroad some twenty years before. Both 
would have roughly paralleled the old Col Wagon Trail ,

V . '

through the Montezuma Valley to the vicinity of Lebanon.
Along the valley floor the grades would be gentle and in
volve no road cuts. Also, this route is not susceptible to 
accumulation of drifting snow nor plagued by landslides as 
are other railroad courses of southwestern Colorado.

The Mildred community, east of Lebanon, was settled 
early in the 1890‘s but a group of German settlers from 
Pennsylvania. Like the neighboring communities this was 
also a fruit region. After 1918 and the collapse of the 
apple market, many of these "Dutch" farmers abandoned their 
orchards and turned to general farming and dairy cattle.

The apple orcharding venture resulted in almost 
complete failure, financially ruining both the promoters and 
many of the farmers. The introduction of varieties of 
apples climatically unsuited to the region was a primary 
cause of this failure (Cox 1969; Bradford 1968). The farmer, 
after receiving no return on his capital investment for the 
three to four years his trees were growing to the fruit- 
bearing stage, found he had no harvest. Of the 1,900 acres 
devoted to orchards in 1910, only 900 were producing fruit 
(The Dolores Star, Feb. 25, 1910). The sale of hay and
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grain crops allowed the farmers to remain on the land, yet 
this was a very tenuous existence. ' ’

High railroad freight rates also served to cut the 
farmer's profits to a minimum. In 1910 the apple growers 
of the region shipped twenty-one carloads to buyers in 
Denver and, after paying transportation costs, received a 
cash return of only $11.000'(The Dolores Start Feb. 25,
1910).

The farmers themselves were partly to blame also. 
Since they refused to grade their apples the culls were 
shipped along with those of higher quality. This damaged 
the region's reputation as an orcharding district and proved 
to be a significant liability in the competition with other 
apple growing areas of the West (Cox 1969).

McElmo Canyon, the third area settled with the coming 
of irrigation, wasmmore successful in the attempt at fruit 
growing. The first settlers established their claims before 
irrigation water reached the canyon. Like the Anasazi, they 
depended on small springs which emerge from high on the 
north wall of the canyon. The flow from these springs was 
only enough for personal needs, yet it allowed the farmers 
to settle early and prepare their land for the irrigation 
water which arrived in 1889. In this way the springs to a 
certain extent determined the location of many farmsteads. 
Today, many of the farm houses, even though- not dependent
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upon the springs for sources of water, retain the original 
building sites.

The soil of McElmo Canyon is essentially loess that 
has. been eroded from the high interfluves, reworked, and 
deposited along the canyon floor. Like the loess from which 
it was formed this soil is brown to reddish-brown in color 
and has a texture, structure, and chemical composition 
favorable to agriculture.

A few years after settlement of the canyon.got under 
way erosion began to cut the. rich alluvial bottomland into 
terraces. Overgrazing, destruction of vegetation cover by 
farmers, irrigation tail-water, and probably a whole series 
of other causes that are less well-known are responsible for 
this erosion. Undercutting of the banks and inundation of 
crops delivered severe setbacks during the first two decades 
of settlement. Undercutting of banks is important to this 
study in regard to the damage it inflicted upon the old trail 
down McElmo Canyon. This trail was worn into the alluvium 
along the northern wall of the canyon, where it linked up 
with the various ancient watchtowers and other ruins which 
dot the canyon's wall and floor. After irrigation this trail 
was soon interrupted by arrbyos downcut some six to ten feet 
below the former surface. Although continuous efforts were 
made to keep the trail in a state of repair, among these 
being the erection of a steel bridge across McElmo Creek
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near its confluence with Trail Canyon, it was repeatedly 
damaged during succeeding floods.

Though erosion diminished the amount of land avail
able for agriculture and greatly hampered transportation 
through the canyon, it was not totally disadvantageous to 
the farmer. The highly alkaline irrigation return flow from 
the Montezuma Valley was all discharged through McElmo Creek, 
and if downcutting had not restricted this water to a 
narrow, lower channel it could very well have polluted a 
sizable portion of the surrounding agricultural land.

Oats, wheat, barley, and hay were the first crops.
But the settlers soon discovered that corn, melons, peaches, 
apples, and even grapes also did very well. Since McElmo 
Canyon's average elevation is some 500 to 1,000 feet below 
that of most of the Montezuma Valley it enjoys both warmer 
daily temperatures and growing season thirty to forty days. 
Thus, while many of the apple orchards in the Arriola-Lewis- 
LebanOn-Mildred-Summit Ridge area failed to produce fruit, 
those in McElmo Canyon yielded plentiful harvests.

No agricultural settlements like those in the 
Montezuma Valley developed in McElmo Canyon. In the upper 
Canyon, where the bulk of the population lived, the farmers 
traded at Cortez. The population, which numbered eighty- 
three in 1900 (U. S. Bureau of the Census. 1901, p. 87), de
creased toward the west and therefore could not support 
stores and services like those developing in the more



populous Montezuma Valley = A trading post at Ismay, on the 
Colorado-Utah line, and general merchandise stores at 
Mitchell Springs and Cortez catered to the needs of these 
farmers. Post offices and schools were established, first' 
at Moqui, then McElmo, and now Aldredge. At no time did any 
of these consist of more than a few buildings (Hall 1968).

Modifications in the Road and Trail Network Resulting 
from Irrigation

Irrigation, although not greatly altering the 
existing.transportation network, did shift the emphasis 
placed upon individual roads and trails. Section roads, 
common to areas that employ the U. S. Land Office Survey, 
were laid out along the floor of the Montezuma Valley during 
the period 1890—1920. Approaching the rim of the valley 
this grid pattern of roads phased out due to steep slopes. 
For the most part section roads were of very local impor
tance. The exception to this was the road built to connect 
Cortez with the Utah Road. Compared to the other section 
roads, traffic on this new road was substantial from the 
start. It provided the shortest route between the irrigated 
heart of the region and the cattle country to the north.
This section road joined.the Utah Road at Texas Flat, where 
a small store called Roundup (Figure 7), after the nearby 
corrals, was established.

The coming of irrigation also made it necessary for 
the ranchers to find other routes for their cattle drives.



84
The cattle normally driven through the Montezuma Valley in 
earlier years were now restricted to Trail and Yellow Jacket . 
Canyons and the old Anasazi trail between Hoovenweep and 
Ruin Canyons. The first two trails were used almost 
exclusively by herds moving between the summer and winter 
range, but the third, now referred to as the "Old Bluff 
Road," soon became the major link between the railhead at 
Dolores and the Mormon settlements on the San Juan River.
This trail was selected over the one through MeElmo Canyon, 
for two reason's. First, it avoided the long detour south 
through the Montezuma Valley, and secondly, the trail 
through MeElmo Canyon, having been washed out in many places 
by irrigation return flow, became unsuitable for wagon and 
stage traffic. Nevertheless, this does not represent an 
addition to the road system, for this "Old Bluff Road" is 
also considered to have been blazed by the Anasazi. It 
connects the cliff ruins of upper Ruin Canyon with the 
Hoovenweep Ruin complex. In addition, this trail connects 
a series of Anasazi reservoirs which are built in selected 
depressions. The cattlemen drove their stock down this 
trail to Mclain Basin and eventually to the San Juan River. 
The old Anasazi reservoirs were reconstructed by the 
ranchers as stock ponds and remain in use today.
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Settlement and Road Changes Due to Factors Other 
Than Irrigation

Irrigation was not the only source of settlement 
change during the 1890's. In fact, events taking place on 
the margins of the region were playing just as big a role as 
irrigation in shaping the road and settlement pattern.

During the late 1880's and early 1890's a second 
silver boom brought floods of miners to the headwaters of 
the Dolores River. Activity, centered around the mining camp 
of Rico, which at its height produced over $4,000,000 in 
silver ores and counted a population of over 6,000 (Daughters 
of the American Revolution 1952, p. 141).

On the opposite side of the region, the discovery of
placer gold deposits along the San Juan River created an
equal amount of excitement.

A small army of gold-seekers had arrived and were / 
at work, their tents and shacks lining the San 
Juan's banks for several mile's. Newcomers, staked 
out claims. Enough gold was sluiced put of the 
placer mines to keep the boom alive for three or 
four years; about 1894-95 the. population of Bluff 
may have been around 1,000 (McNitt 1957, p. 59).

In addition, the Mormon.settlers of southeastern 
Utah were making headway in their attempt to dislodge the 
powerful cattle companies. Unfavorable market conditions 
and drought also were important factors. Nevertheless, by 
the end of the 1890's the Carlisle, B.C., and Texas outfits 
abandoned their holdings, which were readily taken up by 
Mormon farmers and ranchers.
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To the northwest, miners were combing the Blue 

Mountains of Utah for possible mineral deposits. South, on 
the San Juan River in New Mexico, new waves of settlers were 
claiming the alluvial , farm lands around Farmington. """

This atmosphere of activity surrounding the region
contributed to its economic stability, particularly through
the transportation business.

It is impossible for us to realize now what a huge 
proposition this business (freighting and packing) 
was . . .; tens of thousands of oxen, mules,
burros, horses were required; great quantities of 
equipment,' including heavy wagons of all kinds, 
lighter rigs,, stage coaches, harness, pack saddles; 
every thing that was wanted or needed had to be . 
transferred with the aid of animals over rough 
roads and hazardous trails. Thousands of men and 
boys made their, money, and some made small fortunes, 
in the various lines of the business of transporta
tion, all the way from being a bullwhacker to being 
the owner of fine stage coaches and handsome horses.

Ranchmen also made a fair share of money, 
selling hay and feed for the great numbers of 
animals during the winters, when owners paid any 
price to prevent starvation (Daughters of the 
American Revolution 1942, p. 161).

Stage lines connected each of the settlements with 
others in the region as well as with the neighboring mining 
and agricultural districts. A large number of horses were 
required by both freighting and staging lines— usually 
twenty per vehicle. Because of the distances involved and 
hot, dusty conditions, men engaged in the transportation 
business sought to establish relay stations at certain 
points along the main roads where they could obtain fresh 
teams. On the Utah Road relay stations started at Yellow
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Jacket and Sandstone Springs. These consisted only of 
corrals at first, but later, when traffic increased, stores 
were added. After Sandstone Springs the country was 
unoccupied and the freighting and staging stops were at the 
various springs on the way to Montecello (Figure 7).

In 1891 the railroad was extended from the Mancos 
Valley to the Dolores Valley, where the new town of Dolores 
was established. Dolores was founded, built, and owned by 
the Rio Grande Southern Railroad. This new site was selected 
over the older town of Big Bend because it provided more area 
for the construction of a round house, a terminal, machine 
shop, railyard, shipping pens, and loading docks. Also, for 
obvious financial reasons, the railroad was determined to 
secure title to the land on which these structures would be 
bu.ilt (Crum. 1961, pp.. 420-421).

The route followed by the rail line between the 
Mancos and Dolores Valleys initiated the first known major 
change in the Old Spanish Trail or Utah Road since its 
foundation. After leaving Mancos the railroad swung north 
and entered Lost Canyon, which it followed to the Dolores 
Valley. Not only did the canyon provide a continuous gentle 
grade but it also offered passage through the sheer cliffs 
bordering the Dolores Valley. Once in the valley, the 
railroad proceeded unobstructed up the floor of the Dolores 
Canyon to the mining camps of the San Juan Mountains. These
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had been the original destination of the rail line from the 
start. '

In response to the construction of the railroad 
through Lost Canyon; there developed along its course a ^
string of lumber camps and fuel and water stops for the 
locomotives. Long's Millwood, Glencoe Station, and Lost 
Canyon all date from the period 1891-1900 (Figure 7). 
Transportation between these points could not depend 
entirely on the railroad, of course. Therefore, a road was 
built connecting Mancos and Dolores by way of the rim of 
Lost Canyon. As the importance of Dolores increased as a 
railhead and stock transshipment center more and more 
traffic used this new road. Eventually, as travel slackened 
on that section of the Utah Road over Summit Ridge it was 
completely abandoned. The significance of this abandonment, 
is that it marks the arrival of the second advancement in 
transportation in more than. 250 years— the railroad. The 
horse, introduced into the region sometime between 1630 and 
1650, was the first important change in the mode of trans
portation. Yet, since the horseman was subject to the same 
scarcity of water as his pedestrian predecessors, this 
introduction ushered in no radical changes in the road 
pattern. Since the wagons and stages of the cattle and 
irrigated agricultural period depended upon horse power, 
they too were limited to these same trails.- The railroad, 
however, represents a technological- advancement in
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transportation in which the locomotive, while handicapped by- 
steep road grades, is not so strictly limited to existing 
supplies of water. Instead, by the use of water cars and 
water towers, these steam-driven engines could haul and 
store,-water at any designated location. Lumber camps 
paralleling this rail line were also assured of a dependable 
supply of water.

Although Dolores grew and eventually replaced Big 
Bend as the trade center for the cattlemen, it was originally 
intended only "as a repair station for trains hauling supplies 
and ore to and from Rico and vicinity (Wagner 1969). The 
rail line was narrow gauge and many of the structures, such 
as bridges and trestleworks, were not built with permanence 
.in mind.

Most of the businesses at Big Bend moved upstream to 
the new town site (Four Corners Magazine 1959, p. 15). The 
usual cluster of buildings, a saloon, post office, hotel, 
and store, was erected and streets laid out. These streets y 
although in a grid pattern, are not orientated to the 
cardinal points, as are most western towns. Instead, the 
grid follows the strike of the Dolores Canyon which in this 
section trends northeast-southwest.

Increased rail traffic attracted businessmen from 
some of the less prosperous of the surrounding communities, 
namely Mitchell Springs and Cortez. By 1909 Dolores con
sisted "of three general stores, two meat markets, two
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warehouses, two lumberyards, two hotels, two blacksmith 
shops., a restaurant, livery barn, rooming houses, barber 
shop, undertaking rooms, dental parlor, bank, newspaper, 
opera house, a school, and three churches" (The Dolores 
Star, Friday, November 19, 1909).

After 1893 traffic between Cortez and Bluff, Utah 
shifted back to the old trail through McElmo Canyon. The 
alternate route, following the interfluve between Hoovenweep 
and Ruin Canyon, was felt to be too great a detour. Bridges 
and fills repaired sections of the canyon road washed out by 
floods, and shortly thereafter thirty to fifty people a day 
passed down the canyon on the way to the goldfields (Perkins 
1957, p. 75). Grain raised by the Mormons along the San 
Juan River was also sent to Cortez for milling. By 1895 
stage and freight service between Cortez and Bluff began on 
a daily basis.

By 1910 the economic boom in the Montelores region 
and surrounding districts vanished and a period of stagna
tion began. The northern part of the region was dominated 
by a dying open range cattle industry, while to the south an 
almost defunct irrigation system nursed farmers barely above 
the subsistence level. Even income from transportation 
could offer no respite. With the demonetization of silver 
and the playing out of the placer deposits along the San 
Juan River, mining ait both Rico and Bluff came to a stand
still. As a result there was little demand for the services



of freight and stage lines. Traffic on the roads became 
limited lainly to local farmers and-ranchers, who lacked 
both the need and revenue to keep the roads in a state of 
repair.

During the thirty-four years after the arrival of 
the first white settlers in the region, the basic road and 
trail pattern altered only slightly from that of Ute and 
Anasazi times.

Under the open range economy, which adapted itself 
to the topography, native vegetation, and climate, settle
ment was limited to the natural location of water. Permanent 
ranch headquarters were established in both the Mancos and 
Dolores Valleys, as well as at Buelah and Mitchell Springs. 
Big Bend and Mancos became the trading centers of the 
region. In addition, a series of roundup grounds stretching 
between present day Mancos and Dove Creek served as informal 
gathering places for cattlemen and itinerant merchants. 
Linking these various features together is the road network 
the cattlemen inherited from the Ute and Anasazi. A compari
son of Anasazi ruins and the rancher's roundup grounds 
exhibits a striking correlation in terms of location. The 
reason, of course, is water. Since the Anasazi and rancher 
occupied common sites it is not unexpected that they should 
also use common roads and trails. The Col Wagon Trail, the 
Utah Road, the Old Bluff Road, and the bypaths up such 
canyons.as Yellow Jacket and Trail were all important during
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the cattle period, as were the Ute trails leading to the 
mountains to the northeast, yet they were blazed at least 
some eight or nine centuries earlier. .

The coming of irrigation, first in the Mancos and 
Dolores Valleys, and later on a much larger scale in the 
Montezuma Valley, represents, a modification of the environ
ment. As a result of this modification there developed a 
series of communities based on fruit-growing on the rim of 
the Upper Montezuma Valley, a patchwork of hay and grain 
farms on the valley floor., and a line of both orchards and. 
farms throughout the extent of McElmo Canyon. Ismay,
McElmo, Moqui, Cortez, Lakeview, Arriola, Lewis, Lebanon, 
Mildred, and the Summit Ridge community were all established 
with the coming of irrigation water. Aside from section 
roads, of only a very local nature, and a road connecting 
Cortez with the Utah Road, no alternations were made in the 
road network due to irrigation.

Finally, during the 1890‘s, the railroad arrived in 
the Dolores Valley and built the town of Dolores. As a 
consequence, a string of lumber camps and water and fuel 
stops developed along the floor of Lost Canyon. Traffic 
along a new road paralleling the railroad led to the 
abandonment of the southeasternmost section of the Utah 
Road.



CHAPTER 6

THE DRY FARM PERIOD

The coming of dry farming on a large scale to the 
area is important in that it allowed settlement in areas 
previously held to be uninhabitable. Because of his method 
of preserving soil moisture and because he did not need large 
quantities of water for either himself or livestock, the dry 
farmer was able to settle far from springs, on the dry, 
higher interfluves.

This not only led to the development of over a dozen 
new settlements but also resulted in a complete alteration 
of the road network in the northern two-thirds of the region. 
Within the "dry land" portion of the region itself certain 
areas were selected over others for the establishment of 
settlements and roads. In part, this was due to natural 
vegetation, depth of soil, slope of the land, air drainage, 
and proximity of the land to roads. Yet, before we can hope 
to see how these factors influenced the dry farmer's choice 
of where to settle it is necessary to examine the cultural 
and material assets he had at his disposal.

The Coming of the Dry Farmer
Dry farming, beginning about 1914, delivered the 

final blow to the open range cattle industry in the
93
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Montelores region. The course of events during the previous 
twenty, years greatly diminished the amount of free range
land. Irrigation had taken over a large strip of land in 
the south, from the Mahcos Valley through McElmo Canyon, and 
hindered if riot completely halted cattle drives through these 
lowlands. In the late 18908s and early years of the 
twentieth century Mormon farmers and ranchers in south
eastern Utah claimed much of this winter range land for their 
own. use. In addition, the creation of Mesa Verde National 
Park (1905), the restriction of grazing on the Southern Ute 
Indian Reservation, and the. creation of Montezuma Natiorial 
Forest (1905) whittled the unrestricted grazing land to 
roughly the area between the Colorado-Utah border, the 
Dolores River, and the irrigated farmland to the. south. The 
invasion of this last "cattle .sanctuary" during the 1920es 
and 1930"s by dry farmers ended large scale ranching in the 
region.

The practice of dry farming was certainly not new to 
the Montelores region. The Anasazi had long ago practiced 
this type of agriculture in the alluvial bottoms of such 
canyons as Monument, Hoovenweep, and Yellow Jacket (Prudden 
1903, p. 227; Martin 1939, p. 20). These are arable from 
natural deep irrigation or the seepage from side canyons. 
Although it is possible that the Anasazi had small fields on 
the plateau surface where soil arid moisture conditions were
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favorable, there is no direct evidence that such fields 
existed. .

Dry farming was, also the first type of agriculture .
practiced by white men in the region. Morgan (1881),
attached to the Powell expedition, notes this type of
cultivation as early as 1879:

In this valley (Montezuma Valley), which has no 
flowing stream through it at present (and there is 
no certainty that it ever had), and which is with
out water, except in springs and pools, and has . 
but slight rainfall during the year, Mr. Mitchell 
was successfully cultivating, at the time of our 
visit, wheat, oats, maize., and the garden vege
tables (p. 189).

The Mitchell farm is an anomaly, for serious attempts 
at dry farming were not to begin until about 1914. Agricul
tural experimentation on non-irrigated land began as early 
as 1910 along the northern fringe of the irrigated district. 
These experiments were successful enough (Freeman 1958, 
p. 143); nevertheless, the practice of dry farming was slow 
in being taken up by the local farmers. By 1912 there were 
only three homesteaders engaged in agriculture between Lewis 
and Monticello, Utah (Freeman 1958, p. 150; Montezuma County 
Platt Book).

Farmers with experience in dry farming on the Great 
Plains were not attracted at first to the region. It had a 
reputation as an agricultural problem area dating from the 
early irrigation period. Despite, attempts of the Colorado 
State Land Board to encourage settlers (Colorado State Land
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Board 1915; The Dolores Star., June 12, 1908 >, the chaotic 
state of irrigation in the Montezuma- Valley served to ward 
off interested farmers. Also there were more favorable 
areas of the country in which to homestead. Idaho, Oregon, 
and many of the Great Plains states still offered homestead 
land that was easier to cultivate and closer to markets than 
that of southwestern Colorado. Railroad service.was expen
sive and undependable, yet, at the same time, was the only 
feasible way of transporting crops to market.

The outbreak of World War I in Europe and the 
subsequent demand for wheat by the Allied armies was the 
first great impetus to the settlement of the dry lands north 
and west of the Montezuma Valley. In 1914-15 the price of 
wheat soared to $1.40 a bushel. In that same year the 
Australian and Argentine wheat crops were hard hit by bad 
weather conditions, and India put restrictions on exports 
to protect her supplies for. domestic use. At the same time 
the German blockade of the Dardanelles effectively shut off 
the supply of Russian wheat to the Western Front (Johnson 
1947, p. 109). In order to, compensate for these losses the 
American government encouraged farmers to produce wheat as 
. never before. Free land, 320 acres under the new preemption 
law,.skyrocketing wheat prices, and state encouragement 
brought hundreds of farmers to western Colorado, many to the 
Montelores region. .
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Most of these new arrivals were from Texas and 

Oklahoma, There they had been tenant farmers, and were 
"poverty-stricken when they arrived in southwestern Colorado. 
Many of them came with all of their possessions in covered 
wagons (Hammond 1968).

Settlement, just as during the irrigation period,
depended to a large extent upon accessibility of the land

/and the type of vegetation to be cleared. These farmers 
tried to secure title to lands that were both close to 
established settlements and that were covered with sage- 
brush rather than the harder to clear pinyon and juniper 
timber. The first fields were scattered patches within a 
.short radius of the irrigated district. To the south, the 
dry farmers took up land on the northern slopes of Mesa 
Verde. To the west, Goodman Point was attractive because 
of its accessibility to both Cortez and McElmo Canyon, deep, 
sandy-loam soils, and comparatively easy to clear sagebrush 
cover. Land was also put into cultivation north along the 
Utah Road.

Little was accomplished either in the way of clear
ing the land or crop production during the whole wartime
period. This was due to the farmer's lack of capital and 
equipment. Those, with teams pulled some contrivance, usually 
a bent railroad rail, across the land to clear the sage.
But since they could not afford feed, their horses could
only be worked four to five hours a day, and then had to be



•turned out to graze on the native grass. Farmers without 
teams cleared their land with hand axes. This was painfully 
"slow and broke the will of many to remain on the land.
Those that remained usually had no more than thirty to forty 
of their 320 acre parcel in cultivation. By 1917 there were 
only between 1600 and 1800 acres being dry farmed in the 
whole region (Colorado Stafe Board of Immigration 1918, 
pp. 34, 35, 36).

Although wheat was originally planned to be the 
major crop, it was not widely planted until the mid-1920's. 
The first problem faced by these pioneer dry farmers was 
that of food. Crops that could be harvested without 
machinery had to be grown. Corn, potatoes, and beans proved 
to be the answer, with most of the harvest being consumed on 
the farm. But it was a long time before even these crops 
could be grown. During the first few.seasons many of the 
homesteaders left their wives on their claims while they 
worked winters in the mining and lumbering camps of the San 
Juans. After earning enough cash for a fresh food supply 
the men would return to their land during the summer to 
clear more timber and brush.,

Dry farming at this time was much simpler than the 
present day technique. Deep plowing, seeding thin, keeping 
the soil compact, maintaining a surface layer of dry pul
verized soil known as dust mulch, keeping the soil free from 
weeds and grass, and summer fallowing were the main elements
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of this method of cultivation. In theory, allowing the 
field to rest for a season under a dust blanket conserved . 
the precipitation of two seasons for one year's crop (Dick 
1947, p. 110).

But in practice this was not always the case. Here, 
as in many arid and semi-arid climates, the rainfall is very 
erratic, with some years being "humid" and others extremely 
arid. The majority of the dry farm district, which is 
essentially all of the region northwest and west of Lewis, 
experiences a mean annual precipitation of from ten to 
fifteen inches. The higher land above Ruin Canyon usually 
has an annual precipitation of between thirteen and one-half 
and fifteen inches, while the area below Ruin Canyon 
receives between ten and thirteen and one-half inches, with 
local areas of higher elevation such as the McElmo Anticline 
being somewhat wetter. However, these annual amounts are 
highly variable. For example, in 1931 the greatest annual 
precipitation ever recorded at Ndrthdale was 16.58 inches, 
while three years later the same station experienced only 
7.03 inches— a record low (Martin 1939, p. 16). Under such 
conditions dry farming is an extremely hazardous occupation. 
One year's precipitation may be so great as to ruin the 
harvest, while scanty rains during other years barely 
replace the soil moisture used by crops the previous season.

Variations, in length of growing season is also a 
.factor to be reckoned with in this part of the region. The
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average growing season usually extends from June 3 to 
September 30— 120 days (U„ S„ Department of the Interior, 
Bureau of Reclamation 1966, p. 5). This length of growing 
season is very marginal for the production of corn which 
many of the early homesteaders raised. Since early and late 
freezes are common occurrences here (Berry 1968, p. 7), 
particularly in low-lying areas where cold air can accumu- 
late, the hazard of crop failure is greatly increased.
Without mechanization which allows modern dry farmers to 
react quickly to vicissitudes of nature, it is not surpris
ing that many of these early homesteaders met with failure. •

The dry farmer was able to adapt his method of agri
culture to most areas where the loess soil formed a thick 
enough mantle over the underlying bedrock. It is for this 
reason that the dry farmer, unlike any of his predecessors 
in the region, was able to settle in areas not in close 
proximity to springs or perennial streams.

His existence required a minimal amount of water. 
Since his crops existed on the accumulation of moisture in 
the soil, the farmer needed.only stock water and domestic 
water for his family's use. Water satisfying these needs 
was at first hauled from the same springs which had served 
preceding groups as far back.as the Anasazi. Many of these 
springs produced as much as 150 gallons a day during the 
summer; others averaged from 100 to 120 gallons per day 
(Martin 1939, p. 16). In other localities shallow hand-dug
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wells in the alluvial fill in canyon bottoms yielded small 
amounts of water. Cisterns trapping rainwater from' the 
roofs of houses also came into use after the farmers were 
better established. These cisterns and the supplemental 
hauling of water from springs continued to supply the needs 
of dry farmers until the coming of rural water after World 
War II. Attempts were made during the mid-19301s to drill 
deep water wells, but these were abandoned at a depth of 500 
feet with still no water encountered (Martin 1939, p. 16).

Of the four groups— Anasazi, Ute, cattlemen, and 
dry farmers— which at one time or another called this area 
home, only the Texas and Oklahoma dry farmers were able to 
establish permanent settlements on the high, dry interfluves. 
The Anasazi built their habitations along the rims of the 
interfluves but established their fields in the canyon 
bottoms. The Utes were migrants and depended on the springs 
at canyon heads during their travels through the area. The 
cattleman also was a migrant. He moved large herds of stock 
from the San Juan River to the Dolores River, depending on 
the springs only as temporary watering places. The dry 
farmer, possessing a method of agriculture requiring a 
minimum of moisture and the technical ability to haul and 
collect water for himself and his stock, was able to 
establish his fields in areas previously held to be un
inhabitable.
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The dry farmer's crops and economy almost demanded 

that he not establish his fields in or along the heads of 
canyons as the Ariasazi had done. Frost generally strikes 
these lower-lying areas first, killing crops that would go 
undamaged if located on the surrounding slopes with better 
air drainage. The homesteaders' corn and beans,.unlike the 
Anasazis' corn and squash, were very, susceptible to these 
early ;frosts«, Aside from having more hardy strains of corn 
developed in the region, the Anasazi probably erected some 
type of structure made of branches to protect the plants 
from the frost (Amsden 1949, pp. 103-104). The higher 
ground, particularly the crests and slopes of ridges created 
by the Dove Creek and McElmo anticlines, were preferred over 
those areas previously deemed desirable. Not only do they 
have the advantage of good air drainage, but, due to their 
higher elevation, these ridges tend to produce a mild 
orographic effect on passing air masses and are therefore 
slightly wetter than the surrounding country. These ridges, 
acting as barriers to southwesterly winds at a time when 
the Dove Creek loess was being transported and deposited, 
tend to have somewhat thicker and coarser grained soils than 
those areas of lower elevation and areas on their lee side 
(Paxton 1969).

This red eolian soil, blown in from Monument Valley, 
is not limited only to the high ground. It lies on the west 
in an almost continuous deposit from Cortez to Dove Creek as



103
far east as Arriola, and can be found in patches in both the 
Montezuma and Mancos Valleys (Geological Society of America 
1952, Map). This loess covers the Dakota sandstone with a 
mantle that varies in depth from three to twenty-five feet 
(U„ S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation 
1966, p. 28),

The characteristics of this soil are favorable to 
the dry farm method of cultivation^ Due to its silty-loam 
texture and high humus content it withstood the early 
practices of dust mulching and noncontour plowing. It has 
even borne up under the present-day monocrop bean economy 
which leaves the fields completely bare of vegetation during 
the late fall, winter, and early spring. This is because of 
the angulap shape of the individual silt-sized particles, as 
well as the soil's high porosity (40 to 60%). Since it has 
excellent water transmission and retention qualities the 
accumulation of soil moisture from season to season is at a 
maximum. In addition, it is low in both salinity and 
alkalinity and, except for occasional shallowness, seems to 
possess no mineral deficiencies (Bradford 1968; Paxton 19.69).

Agricultural settlements founded during this early 
part of the dry farm period were fairly numerous. Many of 
the new farms were located as far as one or two days wagon 
travel from Cortez or Dolores. For some it was an entire 
day's journey even to Lewis, the last outpost of the irri
gated district.. It is only natural that some form of rural



104
trading centers should develop to meet the demands of these 
outlying farm districts. The farmers along the northern 
slopes of Mesa Verde could easily trade at either Cortez or 
Mancos, but the settlers in the other dry farm areas were " 
not so fortunate.

The.oldest settlement in the dry farm country is 
Yellow Jacket Springs. As noted earlier, this had long been 
a busy area. During the Anasazi period a sizable pueblo, 
called Surouaro by the Utes, existed here. As a waystop on 
the Old Spanish Trail it was commonly visited later by Utes,. 
Spanish, Mexicans, and American traders and trappers. During 
the period 1880-1920 Yellow Jacket Springs was a roundup 
grounds for the cattlemen and watering spot for freighters 
operating between Dolores and Monticello, Utah. The dry 
farmers took up land on the higher slopes to the immediate 
north and east, yet hauled drinking water from the springs. 
There were never over seven people at Yellow Jacket Springs 
itself, and these operated the post office and general store 
(Taylor and Griffiths 1963, pp. 8-12). The surrounding 
population, however, was substantially greater.

Four miles directly west of Yellow Jacket Springs, 
on the northern crest of the McElmo Anticline, -a cluster of 
farmers formed a community called Yellow Jacket (Figure 8). 
The only buildings here were a post office, general store, 
and school.
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Seven miles south and east of Yellow Jacketr on the 

very crest of McElmo Anticline, was Renaraye. Here, as in 
the other two communities, a post office, school, and 
general store were built to serve the surrounding farm 
population.

The farmers of the Renaraye and Yellow Jacket 
districts enjoyed both deep soils and good air drainage as 
a Consequence of their location on the McElmo Anticline.
But they also had to endure certain hardships in terms of 
communication and transportation as a result of this loca
tion. Unlike the Dove Creek Anticline, the McElmo Anticline 
is highly dissected. Here McElmo Creek, and its tributaries, 
Cross Creek, Sandstone Creek, and Yellow Jacket Creek, are 
antecedent streams (Coffin 1921, p. 49). They established 
their courses before the formation of the McElmo Anticline 
and maintained them by down-cutting steep-walled canyons 
into the crest of the dome as upwarping began. In the 
down-cutting that continued during the Quaternary these 
streams destroyed all but a portion of the old Anticlinal 
crest, and separated that from the adjacent Montezuma Valley 
by sheer-cliffed canyons eroded some 500 to 1,000 feet 
through the underlying sandstone. Roads connecting 
Renaraye and Yellow Jacket to Cortez were forced to swing 
north or drop south into McElmo Canyon to avoid Goodman, 
Trail, Alkali, and Hartman Canyons, whose courses trend at 
right angles to a direct path between these settlements.
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Ackmen, the second dry farm settlement after Yellow 

Jacket Springs along the Utah Road, developed on the site of 
the old roundup grounds at Sandstone Spring. Founded in 
1916, Ackmen was one of the largest of the early dry farm 
settlements and, even as late as 1941, maintained a popula
tion of fifty people (Works Project Administration, Colorado 
1941, p. 344). This settlement's relative prosperity is due 
to its location at the junction of the Utah and Old. Bluff 
Roads. Visitors to the Hoovenweep ruins, as well as passing 
cattlemen and farmers traded here. It was also a watering 
place for Monticello-bound freighters.

Dove Creek, another early dry-farm settlement, began 
about 1912. Three years later a store was built, followed 
in 1917 by a school house, post office, church, rooming . 
house, and restaurant (Montezuma Valley Journal, Feb. 16, 
1959); Prudden 1918, p. 13; Patton 1917, Map; a series of 
personal; interviews, Spring 1968 and Winter 1969). This 
settlement, unlike the others on the Utah Road, was not 
established near a spring. Instead the dry farmers here 
depended upon a windpump for their water. It catered to 
both passers-by and the newly arrived farm population.

The magnitude of migration to this dry farming 
country in the period 1900-1920 is hard to determine.
Census records for this time indicate that the population 
of the dry land jumped from what could not have been more 
than ten or twelve in 1900 to 1,190 in 1920 (U. S. Bureau
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of the Census 1901, p. ' 87; U. S. Bureau of the Census 1921, 
pp. 363, 360). These figures, though, do not reveal the 
number of squatters with no patent to the land, who failed 
and left the region (series of personal interviews. Summer 
1968). Aside from abandoned clearings, fields, and shacks, 
which were soon incorporated into more successful farms, 
there is no evidence as to the number of men involved in 
the initial opening of the Great Sage Plain to agriculture.

Little more can be said of the success of those who 
remained, except that the did remain. .Commercial production 
of wheat had not developed. The corn and potato props were 
scanty, and at first barely met the. needs of the family.
The undulating nature of the topography did not lend itself, 
to rapid clearing of brush, planting of seed, or harvesting 
of crops. Fairly steep slopes and lack of nutritious, feed 
exhausted teams of horses before, even a half day's work had 
been accomplished. In addition, roads little better than 
trails hampered transportation to outside markets. Graveled 
roads existed only in the irrigated district. The Dolores- 
Monticello Road (Utah Road) was not classified as being fit 
for automobiles until 1931.

The chief contribution of settlement during.the war 
years was twofold. First, through correspondence and visits 
back home these early dry farmers drew the attention of 
their friends and relatives in Oklahoma and Texas to the 
region. Many of these came to the region during subsequent
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migrations from the southern. Plains in the 1920's and 30's. 
Secondly, the fact that many farmers- did remain on the land 
during these hard times proved dry farming was possible in 
the area. With improved cultivation techniques, machinery, 
and the proper crops many believed the region to have a 
bright future.

No sweeping changes were made in the road pattern 
at this time. In the southern part of the dry farm district 
the roads followed section lines wherever slopes permitted. 
By the mid-1920' s the area, from Re ha r aye to Yellow Jacket 
Springs was connected to Cortez and the Montezuma Valley by 
a grid of zig-zag section roads. Along the lower northern 
part of the dry farm district, from Yellow Jacket Springs to 
Northdale, the roads used were either the same as during the 
cattle period or took off across country in the same snake- 
like fashion. Ackmen and what was to become Spargo and Ruin 
Canyon were served by small take-off roads frdm the Old 
Bluff Road. In most cases these were little more than a set 
of wagon tracks through the sagebrush.

Farther north, just above the head of Big Cahone 
Canyon, one encounters a series of minor changes in the Utah 
Road that are only a sample of what was to come. The old 
section of the trail still peeled off to the west to serve 
the dry farmers in the vicinity of Squaw Point (Figure 8). 
But the bulk of the traffic by 1918 began to follow a more 
northerly course to Dove Creek, crossing Alkali Creek and
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Cross Canyon above where they cut into the Dakota sandstone. 
From here on north the roads take on a braided appearance, 
leaving and rejoining the main Utah Road and everywhere 
connecting up with, outlying farms. North of. the town of 
Dove Creek the trail again splits with one fork swinging 
north through the area of what is now the Moblins-Egnar 
district, and the other continuing northwest to Monticello.

The reason for the difference between the zig-zag 
road pattern in the southern part of the district and the 
seemingly patternless system to the north is that those in 
the south were laid out by county engineers. Since these 
engineers were unable.to keep up with the demand for their 
services in the northern part of the region, the farmers 
there either adopted the existing trails or built their own 
along lines of least resistance.

Beginning in the 1920's, a new wave of settlers 
began taking up dry farmland. Like the previous group, 
they too were from Oklahoma and Texas, High wheat prices 
and technological advances in farm machinery drew them to 
the area with reasonable hope of success. Even though 
hostilities in Europe ended in 1918, the post-war demand 
for wheat remained high due to Herbert Hoover1s plan to feed 
that continent's war-stricken population (Johnson 1947, p. 
119). In addition, a technological advance in the form of 
the steam tractor began to reach the Montelores region.
Most of the farmers arriving in the 1920's were not as poor
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as the pioneer dry farmers and could afford these tractors. 
Tractors greatly facilitated the clearing of large parcels 
of land and made possible the planting and harvesting of 
wheat and beans on a large scale.

During the period 1920-29 the dry farmed acreage of 
the region increased to 10,500 (Colorado State Board of 
Immigration 1929, pp. 59, 72), mostly due to this latest 
influx of men and machines. A large portion of this new 
land put into agriculture was between Ruin Canyon and Coal 
Bed Creek and along the higher ground immediately east of 
the Utah Road.

In the former area seven new settlements were added. 
Four miles almost due west of Ackmen a post office, school, 
and general store called Spargo sprang up. Three miles 
southwest of Spargo, Ruin Canyon post office was opened; 
although a school soon followed a general store was never 
established here. Squaw Point, nine miles northwest of 
these settlements, developed with the usual three services—  
post office, school, and store. The fourth settlement, 
Northdale, developed as the last stop on the Utah Road 
between Dove Creek and Monticello. Post offices and schools 
were also built at Moblins and Molding.

Along the higher ground east of the Utah Road only 
one new settlement appeared— Cahone. Settlers had been in 
the general vicinity of Cahone since 1916 but the town 
itself did not develop until 1921 (Freeman 1958, p. 148).
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By this time the surrounding population numbered around 220 
people (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1921, p. 360), which 
warranted the establishment of a post office and general 
store.

But the major change that accompanied this second 
wave of dry farmers was in the Utah Road. As mechanization 
increased and the farming population began to become more 
numerous on the higher, ground offered by the Dove Creek 
Anticline the farmers began to demand better and closer 
roads. By 1929 there were nearly 2,000 automobiles and 
trucks in the region (Colorado State Board of Immigration 
1929, p. 213), with a substantial number of these owned by 
dry farmers from Yellow Jacket Springs to Northdale. The 
Utah Road, with its steep slopes and.meandering cpurse, was 
still a wagon road at this time. The farmers that had 
switched to gasoline-powered vehicles considered this road 
unsuitable for automobile traffic and poorly situated in 
terms of their needs.

As a result of these demands county engineers set 
about constructing a new road. Following section lines, 
this new road made its way in rectangular zig-zag fashion 
through the heart of the new dry farm district on the Dove 
Creek Anticline (Figure 9). This ridge, having an average 
slope of twenty feet per mile (Finley 1955, Map), offered 
land high enough for good air drainage, and, at the same 
time, slopes gentle enough so as not to interfere with
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transportation. .. This, then, was the second major deliberate 
change in the basic transportation network since the arrival 
of white settlers, the first being the movement of the 
southeastern portion of the Utah Road to Lost Canyon as a 
result of the coming of the railroad. Both represent 
changes due to advancements in methods of transportation 
requiring more gentle road gradients. This new road serving 
the dry farm district also represents a distinct break in 
the dependence of the local population on the springs that 
formerly had been so important to the Anasazi, Utes,
Spanish, Mexicans, and Americans'. Although some farmers 
continued to haul water from these springs, the majority 
obtained their water from cisterns, shallow hand-dug wells, 
or from the Dolores River.

The movement of traffic to the new road also tended 
to make the location of the older dry farm communities less 
desirable. The farmers themselves were not affected. But 
since the new road was, for much of its course, from three 
to five miles east of the former Utah Road, merchants at 
such settlements as Yellow Jacket, Yellow Jacket Springs,. 
and Ackmen found themselves relatively isolated from the 
main flow of traffic. At the same time the surrounding 
farmers that had once patronized their businesses were now 
equipped with cars and trucks and began to trade at Lewis, 
Arriola, or even as far as Dolores or Cortez. With the 
establishment of a bean warehouse and elevator at Arriola
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a good deal of business was. diverted especially to this 
community. In an effort to re-establish closer to the 
center of dry farming traffic and population the merchants 
at Ackmen, Jellow Jacket, and Yellow Jacket Springs moved 
their businesses northeast to the new road where they built 
New Ackmen and Yellow Jacket.

By 1928 pinto beans had caught on as an important 
crop in the Montelores region. In that same year some 3,440 
acres of dry farmed land were being devoted to beans 
(Colorado State Board of Immigration 1929, p. 72). Yet 
wheat remained the most important crop, occupying 7,130 
acres (Colorago State Board of Immigration 1929, p. 59).

Although the lot of the dry farmer had improved 
immensely since the days of World War I, it was still a 
rather precarious existence. Transportation was a major 
problem. The Denver and Rio Grande Southern Railway, the 
major transportation facility, offered poor service. Freight 
rates were high, and the movement of commodities was slow 
and uncertain and sometimes nonexistent, particularly in the 
spring when road beds were torn out by floods.

I Crop failures due to drought, early frosts, and 
torrential fall rains also harassed the farmer. Haas (1926) 
summarizes the dry farmer's predicament:

.In moist years such men may raise as good crops 
as are found on irrigated lands, but in the drier 
years there may not be.sufficient moisture even to 
sprout the seed of the spring planting, and the 
land lies barren the entire year. A number of such
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dry ranches were taken up, fenced, and small build
ings put up, only to be abandoned later. In some 
instances the abandoned homestead, has been taken up 
again by some newcomer who had sufficient faith 
that under his care crops would grow. Some such 
optimists, hoping against hope, exist on from year 
to year, others after a few years give up in despair, 
leaving their handiwork as a mute testimony of the 
inexorableness of nature (p. 196).

Beginning about 1932 the third and final wave of dry
farmers began to take up land in the Montelores region. 
Between 1930 and 1940 the population of the dry farmed 
district rose from 787 to 1410 (U, S* Bureau of the Census 
1952, pp. 6-11). By 1950 the population was well over 2,500'. 
The bulk of the new immigrants arrived during the difficult 
years of the Great Depression, and continued their migration 
through the period of World War 11. Contrary to common 
belief these new arrivals did not migrate under utter duress 
of poverty. In a study among dry farmers in northwestern 
New Mexico, many of whom moved to their new homes in the 
same migration that brought settlers to southwestern Colo
rado during the 1930's, it has been concluded that most of 
the families brought with them equipment and stock ranging 
in value from $500 to $2,000 or more (Vogt 1955, p. 17).
Field work in the Montelores region indicates this to be the
case here also. Undoubtedly, many left Texas and Oklahoma 
to escape the drought and depression. Yet, for the most 
part, they came to establish farms of their own.

The event: that gave rise to the large-scale produc
tion of pinto beans in southwestern Colorado was the arrival
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of heavy-duty agricultural equipment. With bulldozers at 
their disposal the farmers could chain down hundreds of • 
acres of pinyon-juniper timber in a single season. Before, 
these trees had to be cut down by axe, a factor which had 
long discouraged the settlement of many areas covered by . 
this type of vegetation. With the increased demand for 
beans created by World War II thousands of acres were 
planted to this crop. Even the least accessible pinyon- 
juniper and scrub-oak land was cleared and put into cultiva
tion.

This tremendous increase in both population and 
cultivated acreage took place at a time when land was cheap 
and beans were selling at blackmarket prices. In addition, 
this development was contemporary with a wet cycle which was 
common throughout the West. Large grain trucks also aided 
in the general prosperity of the region by offering cheap, 
dependable transportation of agricultural produce to market.

All dry farm settlements were established in areas 
where sagebrush was the dominant vegetation. The reason is 
that sagebrush tends to grow in areas where the soil is 
deep, well-drained, and favorable to cultivation, and the 
sage itself is relatively easy to clear.

The distribution of the dry farm settlements within 
the zone of sagebrush is not related to the location of 
water, but instead developed as small hamlets serving the 
central place function for local clusters of population.
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All of these settlements were hamlets except Dove Creek, 
which was of a higher order of importance.

The largest of these service centers. Dove Creek, is 
located on the Dove Creek-Dolores road. At first it con
sisted of a store and post office and offered a minimum of 
services to a small local farm population. But during the 
1920 "s, 301s , and 408s , partly due to its role as county 
seat and administrative center for Dolores County, Dove 
Creek grew rapidly and became the major trading center for 
the northern half of the dry farm district. Because of its 
location on a major thoroughfare, this village became a 
collection point for both beans and wheat. Grain and bean 
elevators, agricultural implement sales and services, banks, 
general stores, and schools and churches are only a few of 
the services Dove Creek had to attract farmers and ranchers 
from a radius of about fifteen miles. During the 19401s 
this village increased its population to about 400/ and 
today has some 980 people.

Smaller settlements, classified as hamlets (Trewartha 
1943, p. 39) served to distribute mail and groceries to much 
more limited areas. Moblins, Molding, Nprthdale, Squaw 
Point, Spargo, Ruin Canyon, Yellow Jacket, Renaraye, Ackmen, 
New Ackmen, and Yellow Jacket Springs are spaced from six to 
eight miles apart and can trace their origin to the estab
lishment of small post offices,at their respective sites.
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A fairly common center of accretion, having 

- sufficient centripetal power to induce minor 
coagulation within the open-country settlement 
plasm, was the fourth-class post-office. One 
of the first requirements in a frontier region 
of new settlement was some center from which mail ■ 
could be sent and received. Frontier post-r :
offices were established in farm houses, and 
occasionally in cross-road general stores, black- . 
smith shops, or similar establishments. From 
over a wide neighborhood farmers and miners were 
drawn frequently to a post-office center and as a 
consequence business and service units were 
attracted, to these focal points forming the 
nuclei of settlement (Trewartha 1943, p. 39).

In addition to post offices, churches, one-room 
schools, and small general stores catered to the needs of 
the surrounding farm populations. The populations of the 
hamlets themselves/ which varied from fifteen to forty 
people, waxed and waned as the surrounding population 
oscillated between wet and dry years.

Eventually, during the 1940's those dry farm settle
ments not located on the Dove Creek-Dolores road completely 
disappeared. The automobile and the graveling of section 
roads connecting these districts to the Dove Creek-Dolores 
road meant that farmers could trade at Dove Creek, or go 
beyond the dry farm district to Cortez or Dolores, where 
there was a greater variety of goods and services. Also, 
as the more prosperous farms grew in size by incorporating 
the holdings of their less successful neighbors the local 
population decreased and became more widely scattered. This 
all meant that there was no longer a high enough threshold, 
the minimum number of customers that a service needs to
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maintain itself,, to sustain Moblins/ Molding, Ruin Canyon, 
Renaraye, Squaw Point, and Yellow Jacket.

Along the Dove Creek-Dolores road the settlements 
were arranged in a linear pattern and tended to be more 
enduring. They served both functions of the central place. 
Like the hamlets that were abandoned, those along the Dove 
Creek-Dolores road dispensed mail, groceries, and gasoline 
to a local farm population. In addition, they later became 
collecting points, like Dove Creek, for beans, corn, and 
wheat. The presence of bean and grain elevators, grain and 
feed stores, and gasoline stations, as well as location on a 
road traveled by tourists, explain the existence today of 
such hamlets as Yellow Jacket, Pleasant View, and Cahone.

During the war years, the need for rapid communica
tion and transportation of foodstuffs made its mark on the 
region's road pattern. The major change was again in the 
Utah Road. Since this road linked two major population 
cells of the West, the Rio Grande Valley with the Great Salt 
Lake region, it was felt to be inadequate for the needs of 
the times. The road's zig-zag course greatly increased the 
distance and time required to traverse its length. It took 
traveler far from a direct-line route through the region, 
and into the outlying farm districts.

In an effort to remedy this situation the Colorado 
Highway Department declared the Dolores-Dove Creek road a 
state highway and laid out a more direct route. In 1942 a
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new, black-topped highway connected the dry farm district 
with Monticello and Cortez (Figure 10). This new highway: 
followed a course between that of the Old Spanish Trail and 
the dry farmer's section road of the 1920's. It. missed the ' 
heads of those canyons tributary to McElmo Creek, yet, at 
the same time, involved no unnecessary detours through the 
surrounding farm districts.

This road movement seriously affected only one 
settlement— New Ackmen. The new road left this community 
isolated some three miles to the southwest. In 1941 the old 
town site was abandoned in favor of a new one on the highway. 
This new settlement, referred to as Pleasant View, served 
a surrounding population of 445. Like Dove Creek, Cahone, 
and Yellow Jacket,, it contained a bean elevator, general 
store, school, church, and agricultural equipment sales and 
services.

During the same period the Denver and Rio Grande 
Southern Railroad abandoned its line through Mancos and 
Dolores. This was due to botht the cessation of mining 
activities at Rico and the new part being played by trucks 
in the transportation of agricultural produce and timber. 
With the removal of the rail line, the road connecting 
Dolores and Mancos shifted from the rim of Lost Canyon south 
on the plateau surface very close to the route followed by 
the Old Spanish Trail.
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In the 1950's the Montelores region experienced a 

period of economic prosperity due to mineral discoveries and 
tourism. Both oil and uranium contributed to the area's 
income. The development of the Aneth and Cache Oil Fields "7 
in southeastern Utah.boosted the town of Cortez's population 
from a little over 2,000 in 1950 to more than 8,100 in 1969 
(U. S. Bureau of the Census 1952, pi 6).

The drilling companies and crews working at these 
fields established their headquarters at Cortez. It was at 
this time that the road down McElmo Canyon underwent what is 
probably the most intensive use in its entire history.
Heavy trucks and drilling rigs being moved down the canyon 
were frequently halted in times of flood when sections of 
the road were washed away. Finally it was decided to 
dispense with the old road in the soft alluvium and cut a 
new one into the rock of the canyon's south wall^ The old 
road had stood as the only course through McElmo canyon for 
over 700 years. It had been used by Anasazi, Utes, cattle
men, farmers, miners, and freighters. Now, again as a 
result of technological advances and the demands for rapid 
transportation, the old road proved to be inadequate for the 
needs of the times. ■

During the late 1940's' and early 1950's the graveling 
of most secondary roads serving the dry farm district in
directly led to the abandonment of all the dry farm settle
ments except those on U. S. Highway 160. Bean elevators and
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agricultural equipment sales and service developed at Dove 
Creek, Pleasant View, Cahone, and Yellow Jacket. In the 
irrigated district Cortez, Mancos, and Dolores maintained 
their position as the region's major commercial centers, 
while Lewis, Arriola, Lebanon, Lakeview, and Mildred exist 
only as remnants of past communities.

Today there are two interstate highways and three 
state highways crossing the Montelores region. U. S. High
way 160 connects the region with Salt Lake City to the 
northwest and Albuquerque and Santa Fe to the southeast. 
Along its course are Northdale, Dove Creek, Cahone, Pleasant 
View, Yellow Jacket, and Lewis. A short distance south of. 
Lewis the highway is joined by Colorado State Highway 147, 
which leads to Dolores along a course paralleling that of 
the Old Spanish Trail (Figures 10 and 11). Continuing south 
from this junction, U. S. 160 passes through Arriola and 
Cortez, where it swings east, crossing the course of the 
earlier Indian and pioneer trail, to Mancos..

U. S. Highway 666, built in 1962 as the Navajo Trail 
and as an extension south from Cortez along a path close to 
that of the old Col Wagon Trail, is the shortest route 
between Chicago, Illinois, and Los Angeles, California.

Smaller state highways also serve to tie the region 
together. State Highway 184 between Dolores and Mancos is 
no more than a dirt road. For most of its course it closely 
parallels the path, of the Old Spanish Trail over Summit
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Ridge. State Highway 145, between Cortez and Dolores, 
follows section boundaries and therefore does not coincide 
with the course of the old Col Wagon Trail. However, upon 
leaving Dolores, Highway 145 follows the course of the 
Dolores River upstream to Rico. Like the Ute trail from 
which it evolved, this road is confined to the floor of the 
Dolores Canyon. '



CHAPTER 7

SUMMARY AND .CONCLUSIONS 

Summary
It is evident that significant changes have occurred 

in the pattern of settlement and transportation in the 
Montelores region during the past six centuries„

During the Anasazi period two major trails developed. 
The first, which later came to be called the Old Spanish 
Trail, connected the numerous structures of the Mancos and 
Dolores Valleys with those dwellings found along the heads 
of canyons draining the region to the southwest. The other 
major trail ran through MeElmo Canyon where it interlinked 
the pueblos, towers, and houses located along that canyon's 
floor. After connecting in the lower Montezuma Valley with 
a third trail (the Col Wagon Trail), leading north from the 
San Juan Valley of northern New Mexico, the McElmo Canyon 
trail joined the Old Spanish Trail to form a transportation 
web interconnecting the local settlements with those of 
southeastern Utah, the San Juan Valley, and probably the 
upper Rio Grande Valley.

The primary factor controlling the location of 
settlement, and thus trails, was water. The Mancos and 
Dolores Valleys, containing perennial streams,have abundant
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supplies of water and, judging from the number of ruins 
found there, must have supported a substantial population.
In the arid canyon-country to the west, Anasazi settlement 
was limited to where water was furnished by springs. Here, 
agriculture along canyon floors supported the people living 
in and on the surrounding sandstone cliffs.

Between 1200 and 1300 A. D, the Ute Indians entered 
the region and soon became the dominant tribe of southern 
and western Colorado. They adopted the existing Anasazi 
trails arid added to them others giving access to the, adjacent 
mountains. Two of the Anasazi trails most commonly used by 
the Utes were the Old Spanish Trail, prominent primarily due 
to horse and slave traffic in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and the McElmo Canyon-Mancos Valley trail, along, 
which they seasonally migrated between high and low eleva
tions. Both the Dolores and Mancos Valleys were popular 
with the Utes as stopover areas during these migrations. In 
addition, Ute place names, arrowheads, and other artifacts 
indicate that these Indians frequented the same springs, and 
as in the case of the ridge where Cortez now sits, used the 
same vantage points as look-out positions as did the Anasazi.

Spanish exploration, beginning officially in 1765, 
opened the area to annual caravans Of traders operating 
between Santa Fe and California. But the real development 
of commercial traffic came during the period of the American 
fur trapper and Mexican merchant. Pack trains of furs,



' 129
spices, and silks, as well as herds of stolen horses pre
served the Old Spanish Tradl and made it one of the most 
traveled of all western trails prior to the California gold 
rush. "

During the 1850's and 601s the region was abandoned 
to the Utes and the Old Spanish Trail, the only one known to 
have been used regularly by white men, fell into disuse. 
Except for a few wandering miners and settlers bound for 
Oregon and Montana the region was ignored until the return 
of the mining frontier in the mid 1870's.

During the open range period the Dolores and Mancos 
Valleys developed into centers of population just as they 
had been during the Anasazi and Ute periods. Like the Utes, 
the cattlemen alternated between the winter pasture of 
southeastern Utah and the summer pasture offered by the San 
Juan and LaPlata Mountains. In moving his stock through the 
dry canyon-scarred western portion of the region the rancher 
sought Anasazi ruins as indicators of silted-in springs.
Some of these springs, located where canyons phase onto the 
surface of the Dolores Plateau, were selected as roundup 
grounds. A series of these stock gathering points stretch
ing between present day Mancos- and Dove Creek was soon 
established. When compared with the Anasazi ruins the 
camping grounds exhibit a striking correlation in terms of 
location. The reason, of course, is water. Mancos, Big 
Bend, Buelah, Mitchell Springs, the earliest settlements in
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the region all developed out of these roundup grounds„ As a 
consequence, all can trace their history back to the time 
when they were population clusters for the Anasazi. Since 
the Anasazi and rancher occupied common sites it is not un- 
expected that they should also use common roads and trails« 
The Col Wagon Trail, the Utah Road (as the Old Spanish 
Trail was then called), and the bypaths up such canyons as 
Trail and Yellow Jacket were all important during the cattle 
period. So were the Ute trails leading to the mountains to 
the northeast, yet they were blazed some eight or nine 
centuries earlier.

The coming of large-scale irrigation to the Montezuma 
Valley in 1889 represents a modification of the environment 
initiating a settlement pattern quite different from that of 
the previous periods. A series of agricultural communities 
based upon the growing of apples sprang up along the rim of 
the Montezuma Valley. They are Arriola, Lewis, Lebanon, 
Mildred, and the Summit Ridge community. In addition,
Cortez and Lakeview were developed in the Lower Valley, and 
Mitchell Springs experienced a period of renewed growth. 
Farther to the west, in McElmo Canyon, Moqui, McElmo, and 
the trading post at Ismay served the local farming popula
tion. Of these settlements, only three can claim continued 
site occupance back to the Anasazi period--Cortez, Mitchell 
Springs, and Lebanon. Cortez's site, due to location on a 
high ridge overlooking the Lower Montezuma Valley, was
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popular among both the Anasazi and Utes as a lookout point 
and the cattlemen as a roundup ground. Mitchell Springs 
supplied water for Anasazi, Utes, and American ranchers 
taking the trail through MeElmo Canyon. Also, it was a 
roundup ground and the site of the first attempt at dry 
farming in southwestern Colorado since the ancient Pueblo- 
builders. The attraction of Lebanon’s location is not as 
well defined. A spring, proximity to the Col Wagon Trail, 
and a soil highly favorable for cultivation are possible 
reasons for the site’s continued use.

The only major change in the region’s road pattern 
as a direct result of irrigation was the addition of a 
section road connecting Cortez with the Utah Road near 
Lewis. A grid of such roads, serving a very local function, 
also developed throughout the Montezuma Valley. But the 
major change in the road pattern occurred with the coming of 
the railroad. Because of the gentle road grade and access
ibility to the Dolores Valley offered by Lost Canyon the 
rail line followed this canyon’s floor until it reached the 
newly constructed railroad town of Dolores, which soon re
placed the old ranching community of Big Bend as the 
commercial center of the Dolores Valley. Due to lumbering 
enterprises in Lost Canyon and increased stage and freight 
traffic, that section of the Utah Road between Mancos and 
Dolores was moved to the rim of Lost Canyon where it linked 
up with Long's, Millwood, Glencoe, Station, and Lost Canyon.
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Between 1914 and 1949 three waves of dry farmers 

from the Great Plains arrived in the region and began to 
cultivate large tracts of land northwest and west of the 
Montezuma Valley., Renaraye, Yellow Jacket, Yellow Jacket 
Springs, Ackmen, Spargo, Squaw Point, Ruin Canyon, Dove 
Creek, Northdale, Cahone, Moblins, Molding, and New Ackmen/ 
developing as central places for local populations,, mark 
the first successful attempt at occupance of the dry, highly 
dissected plateau surface north and east of the irrigated 
district. Of these settlements only Yellow Jacket Springs, 
Ackmeny and Northdale had been used by previous groups. All 
of these were located along the Old Spanish Trail and near 
springs. They therefore were frequented by Anasazi and Ute 
before the coming of the white man,, were important watering 
and camping places for Spanish and Mexican merchants 
traveling between Santa Fe and California, developed into 
roundup grounds during the cattle period, and toward the end 
of the 1890's, Yellow Jacket Springs and Ackmen (old Sand
stone Springs) became relay stations among freighters 
operating between Dolores and Monticello, Utah. .

The arrival of dry farmers also initiated a second 
alteration of the region's road pattern. The grid of local 
Section roads was expanded into the southern portion of the 
dry farm district, but, more important, that section of the 
Utah Road between Lewis and Dove Creek was abandoned in
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favor of a section road farther east through the heart of 
the newly developed farm district.

In response to this abandonment of the Utah Road, 
along which many of the older dry farming communities were' 
located, plus rapid transportation provided by automobiles, . 
initiated a general alteration in the number and distribu
tion of these communities. Yellow Jacket, Yellow Jacket 
Springs, and Ackmen were abandoned in favor of Yellow Jacket 
and New Ackmen, both recently constructed on the new Dove 
Creek-Dolores road.

In 1941 the region's road and settlement pattern 
underwent its final alteration. At this time the dry 
farmers' section road between Dove Creek and Lewis was re
placed by U. S. Highway 160 > which followed a course between 
that of the section road and the Old Spanish Trail. This 
movement left New Ackmen isolated to the extent that it was 
eventually abandgned in favor of the present settlement of 
Pleasant View.

Finally, in the days of the oil "boom" of the 1950's 
the road through McElmo Canyon was moved to the canyon's 
south wall to escape continuous destruction due to flooding.

Conclusions
A clear-cut statement as to whether or not the 

present day settlement sites and roads of the Montelores 
region are identical to those of the Anasazi times would be
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difficult to make. Some of them are, some of them are not. 
The similarities and differences between the two periods are 
presented in Figures 11 and 12.

From Figure 11 it is evident that only one of the -- 
present day roads has strictly evolved from an aboriginal 
trail. This is that portion of State Highway 145 winding 
its way up the Dolores Canyon between Dolores and Rico.
This route served the Utes, the cattlemen, and freighters, 
operating between Dolores and Rico. Today it is a major 
road traveled by tourists to the mining camps of the San 
Juan Mountains.

Figure 12 illustrates that the sites of only four of 
the region's present day settlements have been occupied 
during all of the past historical periods. Cortez, Lebanon, 
Northdale, and Mancos were all sites of Anasazi ruins. They 
were all frequented by the Utes, and all except Lebanon 
served as roundup grounds during the open-range period. 
Cortez, Northdale, and Mancos were all located at important 
crossroads or on frequently traveled roads, developed into 
settlements during the periods of irrigated and dry farm 
agricultural development. Lebanon, not located upon a major 
thoroughfare, is somewhat of an anomaly and owes its 
existence to the activity of land speculators in the early 
part of the twentieth century.



The Duration of Settlement at Various Sites In the Montelores Region

Arrio la 
Big Bend 
Cahon#

Cortez
Dotcree

Dove Creek

lemcy

Lebanon
Lewie

Mancoe
McElmo

Mildred
Mitchell Springe 

Mobiine 

MoMing 
Mogul

New Ackmen

Northdate 
Pleasant View 

Renoraye 
Ruin Canyon 
Squaw Point 

Webber
Yellow Jacket1 

Yekew Jacket2 
Yellow Jacket Spe -

BOO ITSO ■wo qpo «po NgQ a,*)

Figure 12. The duration of settlement at various sites in the Montelores region. 135



136
Of far greater value to an understanding of the 

significant changes that have occurred since the Anasazi 
period are the following observations.

First, up until about 1890 the location of roads in" 
the Montelores region was essentially the same as that 
during the Anasazi period some 600 years earlier. Although 
McElmo Canyon and the lower portion of canyons tributary to 
it were not strictly inhabited by sedentary people, the old 
Anasazi ruins were regularly frequented by both Utes and 
cattlemen. The location of roads and settlements until 1890 
was strongly controlled by the natural distribution of water 
in perennial streams and springs and the presence of deep, 
vertical walled canyons. Since the old Anasazi trails 
skirted the canyons and connected the various sources of 
water they were adopted by the Utes, Spanish, Mexicans, and 
Americans.

Second, the increase in the number of settlements in 
the region from the period 1890 to 1949 is a result of the 
ability of the settlers to cope with the problem of obtaining 
water in this arid environment. In the Montezuma Valley and 
McElmo Canyon the large scale alteration of the natural 
environment through irrigation proved to be the answer.
Lewis, Arriola, Mildred, Summit Ridge, and Lakeview all 
occupy sites that were unoccupied during the previous 
periods. In the "dry lands" north and west- of the Montezuma 
Valley dry farming, hauling of water from springs, cisterns.
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and windpumps:made possible the establishment of Yellow 
Jacket, Cahone, Renaraye, Pleasant View, New Ackmen, Spargo, 
Squaw'Point, Ruin Canyon, Molding, Moblins, and Dove Creek. 
None of these communities exhibit any evidence of prior "
occupance.

Third, the most important changes in the region's 
road pattern since 1890 are the result of technological 
advancements in transportation, and to a lesser extent, 
shifts in population. The Old Spanish Trail, later called 
the Utah Road, underwent the most radical of these altera
tions. The extension of the rail line between the Mancos 
and Dolores Valleys in 1891 and the subsequent development 
of saw milling activities along its course shifted the 
southernmost part of the Utah Road to Lost Canyon. Then, in 
the mid-1920's, that portion of the Utah Road between Lewis 
and Dove Creek was replaced by a series of section roads, 
which, in turn were replaced in 1941 with a first class 
highway. Both of these changes were brought about by the 
demand for roads with grades suitable for automobile traffic. 
The same is true of the shift of the McElmo Canyon road to 
the canyon's southern wall during the oil boom at Aneth,
Utah during the 1950's.

The applicability of the three findings of this 
paper to other areas of the American West is of course, 
greatly dependent upon the geographic and historic conditions 
peculiar to those areas. However, it is possible to make
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some generalizations. Because of the West's arid and semi- 
arid climate and the great distances-between dependable 
sources of surface water it is to be expected that water 
should play the major role in determining initial settlement' 
and road patterns„ But as later technological advancements 
in transportation and agriculture minimize the problem of 
finding water, such factors as steepness of road grades and 
shifts in local population become the dominant forces in 
effecting changes in a road and settlement pattern that has 
existed for centuries„
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