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Ranching in Gore Creek, Colorado, before Vail 

E. Belle Frasler and Gary W. Frasler 

Belle Frasier kept a diary all of her life. Over a period of time she 
wrote down Incidents from her diary in a narrative form. She was in 
the process of compiling some of these notes into an article on the 
Vail Valley at thetime of her death in 1991. I have taken the opportun- 
ity to complete the article, hopefully in the manner that she 
wlshed,—Gary Frasier 

Can you imagine an isolated mountain valley encom- 
passing all the wildness that had been there since time 
immemorial except for about 10 home sites that had been 
gouged out of the willow bends? Most of the homes were 
made of logs blending perfectly with the environment. 
Beautiful meandering Gore Creek went quietly about its 
business about 9 months of the year, until the spring thaw 
attacked the accumulated snow and the entire hillsides 
seemed to be running water and the Creek became a 
roaring torrent. 

We were second and third generation ranchers living in 
the southwestern corner of Nebraska. For years we had 
seen the beautiful fat cattle arriving at the Denver Stock 
Show from the Colorado mountain meadows, so we 
decided a mountain ranch was the way to go. Some of our 
friends (from western Nebraska) had moved several years 
before to a mountain ranch on Gore Creek west of 
Denver, Colorado. They knew of another ranch for sale. In 

Belle Frasler was a rancher in southwestern Nebraska. Gary Frasier is a 
researcher with USDA-ARS, Fort Collins, Cob. 

Vail Valley 1993. 

"When Vail was Simply Gore Creek' Painting by Wilber Frasier 
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the fall of 1938 we visited them and looked over the ranch. 
We were so impressed by their garden—huge heads of 
lettuce and strawberries as large as small apples, which 
you ate with thick cream and a slab of homemade bread 
and butter. Our friends sold hundreds of dollars worth of 
produce to families in nearby Minturn, Colorado, which 
had 2 big payrolls—the Empire Zinc mine and the railroad 
division center of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad. 
Minturn had a huge ice house to fill railroad refrigerator 
cars (the ice was cut in the winter at Pando and stored for 
summer use) and a switch yard where huge helper steam 
locomotives for pulling trains up Tennessee Pass puffed 
away 24 hours a day. The soot could not escape the 
canyon walls and settled back down. It was practically 
impossible to dry clothes on outside clothes lines. As the 
snow fell all winter, it was scooped from sidewalks and 
piled high at the edges of the streets with soot coating 
each additional layer, making it look like piled-up heaps 
of coal. 

We were true pioneers when we moved to our newly 
purchased ranch on Gore Creek, Eagle County, Colo- 
rado. I (Belle Frasier) am one of the dwindling number of 
people who can say they moved from one place to 
another in an "immigrant car." That had been the accepted 
mode of transportation in this Nebraska area (and many 
other pioneer areas) 40-60 years ago. The cars were 
furnished by the railroads. One would first load their fur- 
niture, dishes, all household possessions in one end of 
the car—piled to the roof. Then a partition was installed. 
At the last minute the livestock, milk cows, horses, crates 
of chickens, sheep, hogs, and family dogs were loaded. It 
was a hectic time as we filled the cars, and then away they 
went pulled by a steam locomotive (we had another car of 
cattle and 13 sows). When we sent our immigrant car we 
had a neighbor boy go with it. He did the necessary 
feeding, milked the cows, and slept in the car (part of the 
deal was a free train ride home on the passenger train). 

After the immigrant car was on its way, we hurriedly 
packed suitcases, our "treasures," and started out. It was 
afternoon by the time we got ready. I remember tears on 
my mother-in-law's cheek as the she kissed us goodbye. 
We only got as far as Burlington, Colorado, that night. 
Breakfast at Limon, Colorado, lunch at Buena Vista, blew 
out a tire at Manitou (could not go the shortcut west of 
Denver—the highway had not been constructed over Vail 
pass). 

After we left the Leadville area (on top of the world) we 
seemed to be catching a freight train, and as we passed 
we saw our neighbor boy sitting in the door of the immi- 
grant train with his arms around our dog. 

We got to Minturn, Colorado, at the junction of the Gore 
and Eagle Rivers about 4 pm and on to the neighbor's 
ranch. They helped haul the stuff up to our house. 

When we had seen the place in the fall and bought the 
ranch, there was a pole corral, but the old fellow had torn 
it down and burned it as firewood during the winter. Our 
neighbor boy stayed and helped a few days. So much to 
do—what do you do first? String a wire corral. Shingle 
brooder house (I had small chicks ordered). 

There were not enough hours in the day—we prepared 
a garden plot, planted seeds, cleaned up cans and trash, 
all the time milking our herd of cows twice a day and 
selling the produce. I remember how clean theairwas, the 
smell of evergreens, and how every time I stepped out- 
doors I gasped as my eyes swept to the very top of the 
mountains across the valley. And I'll never forget the sight 
of the Mount of the Holy Cross as seen from Booth's 
Garden on top of the mountain back of our house. 
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Ranch house on Gore Creek—1939-41. 

Ranching buildings 1941. 
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The first hard rain shower made us realize that our 
house leaked everywhere. We put out pans to catch the 
drips just like the old Ma and Pa Kettle movies. As soon as 
possible we put new roofing on our house, another 
unplanned task. 

But I had to go fishing. There was a private fish pond 
down the hill fed by a big spring. We were able to catch 
nice trout if the wind was riffling the water surface. If the 
water was still the fish would skitter away the minute you 
appeared. 

One of the first and most important jobs was to go to 
Eagle, Colorado, and get acquainted with the banker. We 
bought some grain for the chickens and some cull pota- 
toes at the college farm. We chopped them up and fed 
them to the milk cows. I remember how proud I was of the 
beautiful lettuce that was forming in the garden, enor- 
mous heads—until our milk cows and colt found them 
and ate the centers. 

Fences must be fixed. It was such a job to make fences 
for someone used to digging in the sandhills of Nebraska 
where there were no rocks. Wilber (my husband) cut 
some small quakies (aspens) to make the fence posts and 
after a struggle of getting them set among the rocks 
would often find the next morning that during the night 
the beaver had cut them all off to use in their dams. 

There were some hay meadows where willows had 
been cleared in the bends of Gore Creek. To put up the 
hay it was necessary to get a new hay stacker pole. Wilber 
and my visiting brother took a newly purchased old team 
of mountain-wise, broken to ride and harness horses, and 
axes looking for a suitable tree to make the hay stacker 
pole. They didn't realize it was against the law to cut a live 
tree in the forest. They were inexperienced woodsmen 
and it was quite a job to get the tree down. They trimmed 
off the branches, carefully measured the required length 
and cut it off, hitched the team to it—and couldn't budge 

it. They had to cut another length in a smaller diameter 
area. There was an old bridge across the creek to our hay 
meadow. One day some planks broke and let one of our 
work horses fall half way through. It was quite a commo- 
tion to get her out. Wilber rebuilt the bridge. It is in one of 
his oil paintings of the area. 

There was a cobbled up but very efficient wood saw 
with an old truck motor rigged to a table. But first the 
wood had to be gathered. Immediately back of the house 
the bank was so steep you needed hand holds to climb it. 
You could see the path where the trees had been skidded 
down. There were so many dead dry aspens we soon had 
a pile of firewood. 

We had to carry all the water for the house, laundry and 
all, from a barrel set back in the hill beyond the chicken 
house where a spring ran a constant finger-sized stream 
of delicious water all the time. The barrel was always full. 
The path would get icy in the winter. In the springtime of 
our second year we realized there was another spring and 
some old pipe indicated that once it had been piped into 
the house. We cleaned it out to the best of our ability and 
actually got some running water, such an improvement. 
In thefall whilewe werevisiting in Nebraskathe pipefroze 
and we were never able to get it running again before we 
moved away. 

There had been a whiskey "still" sometime in the distant 
past in the trees behind the house. One day when riding 
the horses a path was discovered which led to a small 
shack, all tumbled in, with the forest fast encroaching on 
it. 

We were the last year-round ranchers up the creek in 
the winter. It was up to us each morning after we finished 
the livestock chores to hook on an "A" drag and follow the 
road down around the bends, pushing the new snowfall 
down. If we let it accumulate, we would have been snowed 
in. We also learned that when feeding hay in the winter 
you should drive to the closest stack and continue on to 
the farthest away; feed it first, driving every day over the 
same road, or you'd never be able to get to the far one. The 
horses would carefully stay on the packed track. 

Our isolated mountain valley was soon to know pro- 
gress. Work began on No. 6 highway over Vail pass and 

Vail Golf Course. 

I-lay meadow 1941. 
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down Gore Creek. it was exciting to see the big equip- 
ment moving over the primitive roads. I remember a big 
drag line getting stuck and the boss yelling and stomping 
and finally throwing his hat down and stomping it. We 
sold milk to the Engineers' camp and many chickens and 
eggs. Sometimes as we started to town the road would be 
blocked by boulders that had just been blasted. The new 
highway seemed to ruin our place, cutting the hay mea- 
dows in half. There was a deep cut in front of the house 
and rio way to make an entrance. We had to have a gate 
installed about 1/4 mile away and then angle up across a 
field. Our pickup truck had no brakes so it was necessary 
to zip up into the yard make a circle around the drive and 
coast to a stop. You had to gauge how much power to get 
up the hill and still be able to stop. 

We came to realize that the government altitude marker 
in our yard which read 8,272 feet above sea level was 
trying to tell us something—namely that it was too high 

for a cattle ranch. The snow was the most gorgeous in the 
world and that is what caught the eye of the ones who saw 
the potential fora fabulous ski resort. Wilber seemed to be 
bothered by the altitude so we decided to move back to 
Nebraska. Now the valley is the world-renowned Vail Ski 
Resort and our meadows are the Vail Golf Course. For 
years our place was not part of the Vail Development. 
Then the new interstate highway and golf course changed 
the appearance of the area, the beautiful meandering 
Gore Creek was crowded over to a new channel that looks 
artificial. When I hear visitors exclaim "how beautiful it is 
at Vail," I always think, "None of them has seen it as 
beautiful as I did." We sold out too soon. Within a few 
years that land was worth $200,000 an acre. The founda- 
tion of our old home and the scraps of the chicken house 
Wilber built are still there, along with the memories and 
the receding shadows of Time. 

A Grazing Plan (Cowboy Poetry by Stan Tixier) 
A rancher saved to help his son 

Enroll in their State College, 
He reckoned he could use some help 

And educated knowledge 
On how to utilize his range 

And feed his cattle better, 
And so he sent his boy to school 

And then wrote him this letter: 
"When you get home, I want you to 

Devise a Grazing Plan, 
And calculate the way that we 

Might run the most we can, 
Our cow herd's looking sorta' poor, 

I think they should be fatter, 
So your assignment is to look 

And figure what's the matter." 
The lad came home, degree in hand, 

Computer programs too— 
It shouldn't take him very long 

To ponder what to do. 
He rode the range for several days 

To see all he could see, 
He left his saddle horse at home 

And drove an ATV. 

He drew a map that clearly showed 
ONE wind-mill in the middle 

The grass was GONE for several miles 
Around, it was a riddle 

Just how those cows could find a thing 
To eat, he wasn't sure, 

Repulsive as it was, he saw 
They grazed on horse manure. 

It seemed the horses ranged beyond 
The radius of cows, 

To where the grass was tall and green, 
So Son told Pappy how 

"There's more than one way to resolve 
This problem, several courses, 

It's my professional advice, 
We've got to get more horses!" 


