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The rich history of a rare wild place pioneered

by the boundless spirit of Western Colorado





“Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I 

drink I see the sandy bo�om and detect how shallow it is. Its thin 

current slides away, but eternity remains.”

                                                            —Henry David Thoreau



Prologue

 From its 12,000-foot headwaters close to Castle Peak in Colorado’s Elk 

Mountains, the Taylor River twists, turns and falls over 40 miles to Almont where it 

joins with the East River forming the Gunnison River.  Along the way powerful 

geologic forces helped shape the Taylor’s physical surroundings. From its 

mountaintop source, the river surfaces in streams that percolate over rocky 

glaciated terrain. Sparse vegetation above the tree line has adapted to extreme wind 

and temperatures conditions and a brief growing season. The short summer, 

astonishes the eye with visual drama. Barren rock slopes display vibrant patches of 

short-green herbage and the rainbow of colored flowers—the  mountain aven, curly 

sedge, kobresia and alpine fescue. 

 At the tree line, the Taylor flows by dwarf pine trees, mostly gnarled, then 

wind-formed Engelmann spruce whose growth is slowed by the extreme weather 

and elevation. Dense short willow stands dominate the small alpine stream’s 

riparian vegetation. Above the northeasterly beginnings river valley, Engelmann 

spruce and subalpine fir also display the effects of their harsh environment from 

diminished size due to harsh weather and cold temperatures distinguish them from 

lower elevation conifers. 

 At 10,000 feet the Taylor turns southeast into a wider river valley and the 

beginning of Taylor Park, a 30-mile-long, eight-mile-wide elongated basin of open 

meadows and wetlands surrounded by forest. The imposing 13,000-foot peaks of 

the Elk Mountains and the Sawatch Range border the park. From their steep 

mountainsides, heavy accumulations of winter snowpack generously feed the 

Taylor. Cold air funnels into the park from the high country becoming trapped by 

this mountain barrier. Frigid air concentrates, and the cold air becomes even colder. 

The park’s negative 60° F temperature, documented in 1951, held the state record 

for many years.
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Wilder on The Taylor



 “It’s too cold for trees to grow except in protected pockets, which makes the 

park look like a park instead of a forested area,” says Barry Johnston,

retired USDA Forest Service botanist.   

 The valley illustrates the effects of glacier ice that carved and shaped the 

landscape 20,000 years ago. A series of low hill moraines—glacial debris piles of 

rock and sediment deposited by the retreating glacier—dot the valley’s widening 

plain. Flowing through that what now gently sloping terrain, the Taylor follows 

snaking curves past oxbow ponds and marshes. Mountain alder, water sedges and 

willow vegetation thrive in these riverbank habitats. Above the wetlands, cold and 

drought-tolerant mountain big sagebrush and fescue grasslands adapt well to the 

drier open land. Lodgepole pine, subalpine fir and Engelmann Spruce dominate the 

conifer forest surrounding the park. 

 Another 15 winding miles of gradual descent, and the river reaches Taylor 

Park Reservoir, a Bureau of Reclamation project completed in 1937 to control the 

Gunnison River and expand irrigation capacity. As the Taylor resumes its course 

below the reservoir spillway, it picks up velocity, angles to the southwest, and 

drops past granite cliffs signaling the beginning of Taylor Canyon. A steep grade 

pushes fast-moving water down the v-shaped valley lined with blue spruce, tall 

willows and alders. Grassy river benches show a mix of Thurber fescue and non-

native Kentucky blue grass.

 Soon, canyon slopes begin to display differences in moisture, critically 

important in this high desert land averaging annual rainfall of less than 17 inches. 

Sun exposure on the south-facing slope creates drier conditions resulting in an 

open, mixed habitat of juniper, ponderosa pine and Douglas fir. The cooler, we�er 

north-facing slope benefits from larger snow accumulations and shade, producing 

a dense forest of aspen, lodgepole pine and Douglas fir transitioning to subalpine 

pine and Engelmann spruce at higher elevations.
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 After 19 miles the canyon river flow relaxes , pausing at Wilder on the Taylor, 

a spacious two-mile by three-quarter-mile open valley. Bolstered by Spring runoffs 

and many Beaver creeks, the Taylor is now a substantial 150 feet wide. Its sparkling 

water skirts the valley’s southern border, a dazzling prize necklace strung 

alongside Wilder’s meadows. No other natural feature between the reservoir and 

the Gunnison River is more distinctive. Geology shaped this land from two faults 

that produced a low basin. As the river encountered the softer, easily eroded 

sedimentary rock in the basin, it meandered back and forth carving a flat valley 

floor. That winding, says geologist Bruce Bartleson, is why the valley has spread 

into an open meadow at Wilder. Over the centuries, silt, sand and gravel 

deposited by the Taylor layered the valley with a rich alluvial soil. 

 At 8,200 feet Wilder begins to show the effects of lower elevation. Blue 

spruce still thrive along the riverbanks, but so do stately co�onwoods. Above the 

valley, instead of jagged rock formations characteristic of the upper canyon, the 

slopes are mostly gently rising. The cooler, moister north-facing slope still supports 

mixed forests of aspen and Douglas fir, but less abundance and vegetation on the 

drier, south-facing slope is predominantly sagebrush and grassland. 

  The Wilder valley interlude now ends abruptly as the Taylor strikes granite, 

forcing it to narrow and resume its descent through rugged terrain. For the next five 

miles, the river follows a moderately steep canyon where narrowleaf co�onwoods 

now dominate the river bo�oms. Clusters of tall willow shrubs and thinleaf alder 

also appear at riverside with big sagebrush and patches of ponderosa pine on the 

benches above. Along the north-facing slope, open brushland is interspersed 

between stands of Douglas fir while big sagebrush and antelope bi�erbrush 

dominate the drier south-facing slope.

 The Taylor River ends its majestic journey at Almont joining the East River. 

From this merger the Gunnison River now takes charge for 164 miles, flowing into 

Blue Mesa Reservoir, the largest lake in Colorado, and through the Black Canyon 

National Park until it empties into the Colorado River at Grand Junction. Finally the 

waters that began with snowmelt at 12,000 feet stretch along 1,450 miles of the 

Colorado River through the Grand Canyon and to the Gulf of California.

The Rich History 
9



“The land does not belong to us, we belong to the land.”

              —Clement Frost, former Southern Ute Tribal Chairman



Chapter 1

 No one understood the strong interrelationship of living resources in 

Gunnison country be�er than the Ute Indians, the only Native Americans 

indigenous to the state of Colorado. The Ute understanding of the world governed 

their respect for the environment. They survived as nomadic hunter-gatherers 

traveling within seasonal circuits as animals migrated and various plant foods grew 

and matured. For the Tabeguache Ute band, pronounced TAB-uh-watch, one 

migration trail followed the upper Gunnison and Taylor rivers, an area rich in plant 

and animal resources from early summer into autumn.

 The Taylor River—the heart of Wilder on the Taylor—though only 40 miles 

in length, is fed by an extensive tributary creek system that delivers water in 

abundance. These waters abound with Cu�hroat, rainbow, brown and brook trout. 

Vegetation diversity also provide exceptional habitat for Rocky Mountain bighorn 

sheep, Canada lynx, black bear, mountain lion, bobcat, elk, mule deer, American 

marten, snowshoe hare, mountain co�ontail, red-backed vole, long-tailed weasel, 

river o�er, beaver, red squirrel, as well as, chipmunks and ground squirrels. The 

Ute typically hunted deer, elk, bighorn sheep, bison, and, with nerve, black bear.   

Killing a grizzly was an off-the-charts hunting prowess credential. 

 

 More commonly small animals provided the Ute with food and fur.  

Muskrat, marmot, badger, beaver, porcupine, skunk, squirrel, weasel, prairie dog, 

and, most abundantly, rabbits were caught with plant fiber nets and snares, nooses 

and woven willow traps. Women preserved the meat cu�ing it into thin strips and 

hanging it on racks. After drying, the meat would last through the winter .

 The most reliable food sources however were edible seeds, plants and roots. 

Pine nuts were a large staple as was Indian rice grass, amaranth, sunflower seeds, 

bent grass and wheatgrass. Seeds could be parched in baskets with hot coals and 

stored whole or ground into meal again for winter use. In the summertime, 

raspberries, strawberries, gooseberries, serviceberries, chokeberries, squawberries, 
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currents, wild onions and seasonal greens were gathered. Every source of nutrition 

counted, including the inner bark of ponderosa pine, co�onwood and aspen trees.

 This daily struggle for food forever changed when the tribe acquired horses 

from Spain’s New Mexico colony in the mid-1600s. The Utes equestrian skills 

improved their hunting range immensely increasing the frequency of bison in their 

diet. Horsemanship created a competitive edge in warfare as well, as the Utes 

intensified their mounted raids against other tribes. 

 Trade with the Spaniard’s brought other changes to tribal life. Even the best 

stone tools lost their luster compared to durable iron and steel. Metal knives, 

tomahawks, fishhooks, arrow points, guns and other implements made hunting, 

cleaning game and cooking more efficient. These goods began to flow abundantly 

by the early 1830s as the fur trade moved into the Southern Rocky Mountains 

spurred by the demand for beaver hats—a European fashion vogue that brought 

premium prices. The Colorado high country became the principal domain of 

Anglo-American trappers based in New Mexico, most notably Kit Carson. Known 

for abundant beaver habitat, South Park, about 35 miles northeast of the Taylor 

River, became a favorite destination for Carson and others. It’s told that a trader 

who supplied South Park trappers with goods in exchange for pelts gathered 1,000 

pounds of skins in one season. 

 

 

In 1828 enterprising businessman 

Antoine Robidoux opened a trading post 

at the confluence of the Uncompahgre 

and Gunnison rivers near what is now 

Delta, Colorado. Located in the heart of 

Tabeguache territory, Robidoux’s post 

soon a�racted the Utes as both suppliers 

and consumers. It was a lucrative win-

win —Robidoux secured an exclusive 

trade monopoly over the region, and the 

Utes enjoyed doorstep delivery of 

increasingly indispensable trade items. 
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 Robidoux’s pack trains from Santa Fe and Taos brought rifles, powder, lead, 

rifle flints, woolen blankets, ke�les, knives, tobacco, mirrors, beads, clothe, 

fishhooks, sugar and coffee. Robidoux also sold Taos Lightning, a whiskey product 

he bought for 20¢ a gallon and sold for $2 to $4 a pint, after being diluted up to 75 

percent. Business was brisk, and the it wasn’t. The beaver trade collapsed when 

relentless trapping stripped the Rockies of its beaver population. Demand also 

evaporated when silk hats replaced fur as the au courant fashion trend. 

 But the fur trade stimulated exploration of the West and national interest in 

this li�le-known wilderness. Interest turned to enthusiasm after John C. Frémont 

led two military survey expeditions that mapped routes to Oregon and Northern 

California. The reports published in 1845 created a sensation.

 “Frémont became an instant celebrity,” historian Hampton Sides said, “a 

champion of expansion, a conqueror wielding not a sword but a compass and a 

transit.

 Suddenly the West had a new narrative. Rather than a place of danger, it was 

an open land, rich in natural resources and inviting se�lement. William Gilpin, 

Colorado’s first territorial governor and a fervent promoter of western se�lement, 

elevated expansion to religious terms declaring, “Progress is God.”

General John C. Fremont 
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 “The destiny of the American people is to subdue the continent—to rush 

over this vast field to the Pacific Ocean … to change darkness into light and confirm 

the destiny of the human race … Divine task! Immortal mission!” Gilpin 

proclaimed.

 He gave voice to a spirit of nationalism that swept the country and 

demanded more territory. What began as a movement became a crusade that found 

traction among voters. James K. Polk, a proponent of continentalism, won the White 

House in 1844 on a pro-expansion platform and delivered what he promised. By the 

end of his one-term presidency, the boundaries of the United States stretched to the 

Pacific Ocean, fulfilling what one magazine editorial proclaimed was our “manifest 

destiny to over spread and to possess the whole of the continent.”

 Polk succeeded by toppling three large dominoes, one of which fell only 

after a war with Mexico. First the Republic of Texas voted for annexation and joined 

the union in 1845. That followed with Great Britain signing a treaty in 1846 

relinquishing claim to the disputed Oregon Territory, including today’s Oregon, 

Washington, Idaho and portions of Montana and Wyoming. Finally Mexico ceded 

territory with a treaty in 1848 officially ending the Mexican-American War giving 

the United States what today is California, most of Arizona, Nevada, Utah, about 

half of New Mexico, and portions of Colorado and Wyoming.

 Nine days before signing the treaty with Mexico, a workman building a 

sawmill for John Su�er found flakes of gold in the American River near Coloma, 

California. When news of the discovery found its way to the New York Herald in 

August 1848, the rush for gold turned into a stampede. By January 1849 the news 

was even more fevered, and the New York Herald did not spare its readers the 

excitement, reporting that the stories of gold in California have “set the public mind 

almost on the highway of insanity.”

 Practically speaking, the only highway of interest to those traveling 

overland to the gold fields was the Oregon/California Trail—2,000 miles of misery. 

By spring some 30,000 gold rushers congregated in the outfi�ing towns along the 

Missouri River impatiently waiting until the prairie grass was high enough to feed 
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their animals and make their way further west. Bewitched by fantasies of certain 

wealth, the prospect of risk and hardship along the trail weighed lightly.

 “A frenzy seized my soul,” said one young man intoxicated by wondrous 

visions. “Piles of gold rose up before me at every step … in short, I had a very violent 

a�ack of the gold fever.” 

 Most gold seekers followed the trail across Kansas and Nebraska’s immense 

open grasslands, then along Wyoming’s Sweetwater River to the wagon-friendly 

Continental Divide crossing at South Pass. William G. Russell who caught the 

California fever in 1849 joined them. He prospected along the way, found 

indications of gold, and vowed to return to the Eastern Slope of the Rocky 

Mountains to search for the rich mineral treasures he believed were hidden there. 

Nine years later, including three discouraging ones in California, Russell kept his 

promise and led a prospecting party to the Rockies at the confluence of Cherry 

Creek and the South Pla�e River, now Denver. In July 1858 a nearby creek yielded 

20 ounces of gold, the first significant gold discovery in the Rocky Mountain region. 

News spread, and the Pike’s Peak Gold Rush was underway. Although it was 75 

miles away from the discoveries, Pike’s Peak was the best-known nearest landmark, 

so the name stuck. 
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 On August 26, 1858 word about the “Cherry Creek Diggings,” in what was 

then Kansas Territory screamed across the front page of the Kansas City Journal of 

Commerce: “THE NEW ELDORADO!!! Gold in Kansas Territory!! The Pikes Peak 

Mines! First Arrival of Gold Dust at Kansas City!!!”

 Many Eastern newspapers, including a New York Tribune editorial, 

predicted heavy emigration in 1859: “Ho for Pike’s Peak! There is soon to be an 

immense migration, especially from our western states, to the new El Dorado. … 

There is scarcely a village west of Ohio in which some are not fi�ing for and 

impatiently waiting the day when a start may be prudently made for the 

neighborhood of Pike’s Peak. We shall be disappointed if less than 50,000 persons 

start for the new gold diggings within the current year.”

 In fact, the rush of Pike’s Peakers, as they were called, rivaled that of 

California a decade earlier. By June 1859 the stampede brought an estimated 30,000 

to the Colorado gold country. A year later some placed the population as high as 

100,000. 

 The race to gold-rich placer streams drove many of the eager multitudes 

beyond the foothills and into the long-established Ute territory in the Front Range 

of the Rockies. To their delight, prospectors discovered South Park’s formerly 

abundant beaver streams offered another source of wealth, and they pursued it as 

relentlessly as the trappers who had harvested its waters 25 years earlier. Farther 

west, across the Mosquito Mountains, the headwaters of the Arkansas River valley 

promised still more riches in a tributary optimistically named California Gulch and 

later Leadville. The diggings there, now mobbed with miners, persuaded Jim 

Taylor, a young Pike’s Peaker recently arrived from Georgia, to try his luck 18 miles 

down river at a new mining camp. He built a log cabin for the winter of 1859-1860 

which eventually became known as Granite.

 At the same time, talk among the miners turned his head west toward the Elk 

Mountains. According to rumor, a bonanza was waiting for those willing to brave 

the risks of the remote, difficult terrain and hostile Utes. The most direct route 

required negotiating the Sawatch Range, a Ute word meaning “blue-
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-green place,” a formidable barrier of mountains 100 miles in length with 15 peaks 

topping 14,000 feet and 40 soaring miles of the Continental Divide. No less 

dangerous was the passage on Ute land. The Indians understood that Anglo-

American encroachment of their territory, if unchecked, posed a threat to their 

survival. They had li�le tolerance for Losing prime hunting ground in South Park 

and the Arkansas Valley to miners who fouled the streams and decimated the game 

could not be tolerated.

 “The Indians sensed that we were taking away their birthright,” said Frank 

H. Mayer, a buffalo hunter who in later years reflected on what the slaughter of 

game meant for the Plains Indian and for all Native American tribes. “With every 

boom of a buffalo rifle, their tenure on their homeland became weakened … 

eventually they would have no buffalo and no homeland. So they did what you and 

I would do if our existence were jeopardized: they fought.” 

 In 1859 Ute warriors resisted with a�acks in South Park that cost nine miners 

their lives. Prospectors who tried to follow a Ute trail across the Continental Divide 

into Gunnison country were also killed. Six men prospecting Spring Creek about 10 

miles above Wilder on the Taylor met their deaths as expected of hard-bi�en 

miners—in an all-out ba�le with the Ute. The place where their bodies were later 

found still bears the name Deadman’s Gulch. But Taylor, who had grit enough to get 

from Georgia to Granite, a�empted an exploration. He cautiously followed a Ute 

trail from Twin Lakes. At 12,230 feet he crossed the Continental Divide at Lake Pass, 

also called Red Mountain Pass. Jim Taylor became the first-known white man to 

cross the Sawatch Range and cast his gaze on the park and river that today bear his 

name. Two thousand feet below the ridgeline, the panorama unfolded on a valley of 

luxuriant meadows and a string of rushing creeks feeding a looping river. The basin 

extended for miles, pristine and untouched by gold hunters. 

 Taylor returned to Granite and shared his discovery with three other miners 

persuading them to join him and explore the area. From this point, the story 

dissolves into legend. The one most frequently told has the men riding out of 

Granite in the fall of 1860 and crossing into the area from Lake Pass. While working 

the river just above Taylor Canyon, bears scared off their horses. They tracked the 
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animals along the Willow Creek tributary and recovered them near a likely looking 

dry gulch. Using the tin drinking cups that prospectors generally carried on their 

belts, the men scooped gravel samples and soon learned they contained gold. More 

days of panning proved they had indeed found two promising gold beds. They 

named them Tin Cup Gulch and Bertha Gulch. A blast of winter weather warned the 

miners it was time to leave the valley, but on their way out, blizzard conditions 

caught the men at the divide, and the way back became a struggle for survival that 

cost them several horses before they reached Granite. 

 Taylor and the other prospectors who flooded the mountains were placer 

miners. All gold comes from a lode or vein of the mineral found in hard rock. 

Natural erosion breaks the gold free from its host rock, and the weathering process 

reduces the gold to nuggets, flakes and “colors”—fine gold dust or specks. This is 

placer or free gold not bound up in other material. Over time mountain runoff 

deposits the mineral in creek and streambed sediment. Finding a creek drainage 

that contained paying amounts of gold was the challenge. In their first foray, the 

Taylor party would have used pans with flat bo�oms and sloping sides to test the 

surface gravel. The precious mineral is heavier than stone and by swirling water 

over a pan of creek sediment, miners washed out the lightweight grit, picked out 

any big rock, and scanned the remaining bits of grit for the glint of gold. When 

Taylor and his partners returned the next year, they built a sluice, a long wooden 

trough with a ridged bo�om that processed larger amounts of gravel in less time by 

trapping the gold on the ridges when water flowing across washed away the lighter 

material.

 In 1861 Fred Lo�is and another small party of prospectors may have 

followed the Taylor group. They found good-paying placer deposits in a creek in a 

smaller basin. They called this find Union Park only a few miles southwest of the 

Taylor diggings. The stream, one of the many Taylor River tributaries, was named 

after Lo�is. When one miner went back for additional supplies, word of the 

discovery spread, igniting a minor rush to what soon became known as the Taylor 

River and Taylor Park.
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 Several hundred prospectors soon scoured the basin creeks and set up tent 

communities. After the placer deposits failed to meet expectations the wave of 

newcomers subsided.   Ben Gray from the Taylor party continued to work Bertha 

Gulch for many years. Fred Lo�is did the same in Union Park. Both men reported 

sacking a couple hundred ounces of gold each mining season. Placer miners 

enjoyed a distinct advantage over those who worked underground lodes. Because 

the placer free gold was nearly pure, it needed no refining. It was ready money. In 

the early 1860s, one ounce of placer gold sold for $18. The earnings Gray and Lo�is 

collected from their placer claims were impressive compared to the wages of other 

laborers. Made between $1 and $2.50 a day. It was not easy work. Placer mining was 

backbreaking work. According to one estimate, it took 160 buckets of washed gravel 

to yield an ounce of gold. The bi�er lyrics of one gold rush song expressed the 

prevailing sentiment: “They told about the heaps of dust and lumps so mighty big. 

But they never said a single word how hard they were to dig.” 

 After a season or two, Taylor Park’s surface gold was gone and so were most 

of the miners. The same was true for the Elk Mountains immediately went where a 

rich placer discovery at Washington Gulch, outside of Crested Bu�e, a�racted 

several hundred miners in 1861. A year later nearly 1,000 miners swarmed the area 

taking out close to $1 million in gold. After exhausting the good pay dirt, many left 

to look elsewhere. A Ute a�ack that killed 12 gulch miners speeded their departure 

and virtually emptying the mining camps. It was an effective message to those who 

trespassed on Indian land, but it deepened white hostility and fueled the 

increasingly strident demands for removing Indian problem.
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“It is the purpose of our government to elevate the condition of 

men, to lift artificial burdens from all shoulders and to give 

everyone an unfe�ered start and a fair chance in the race of life.”

  —Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, July 4, 1861



Chapter 2

 As Anglo-American activity in Gunnison country receded, events elsewhere 

on the wider stage of history prepared the ground for permanent se�lement of 

Colorado’s Western Slope. In 1861 Congress created the Colorado Territory. A year 

later, in keeping with President Lincoln’s sentiments about the purpose of 

government, Congress passed the Homestead Act. The historic legislation opened 

millions of acres of the public domain to se�lement and cultivation and became one 

of the most significant and enduring events in the westward expansion of the 

United States.

 Under this law any man or woman 21 years old or the head of a family could 

have 160 acres of undeveloped land by living on it for five years and paying $18 in 

fees. They were also required to build a home, make improvements, and farm the 

land before they could own it outright. Thirty-six years later, homesteaders along 

the Taylor River met those requirements and were rewarded with ownership 

patents for the land at Wilder, becoming its first se�lers.

 Technology made its contribution to western se�lement when the 

transcontinental railroad beat a path across the country in 1869. The next year 

Denver established rail service with the nationwide network and solidified its 

position as an emerging regional metropolis. Colorado, officially nicknamed the 

Centennial State, entered the union in 1876. A year later there was more to celebrate 

when major silver-lead lode deposits were discovered at Leadville. The town 

incorporated in 1878 and by 1880 had rail service with Denver and a population of 

40,000, making it the second largest city in Colorado. 

 Leadville’s astonishing mineral wealth revived interest across the 

Continental Divide. Two miners exploring near Tin Cup Gulch hammered samples 

from a quar� outcropping that caught their eye. Analysis confirmed the ore was 

rich in gold. The men filed a claim and called it Gold Cup. The news triggered a 

rush, but lode mining was an industrial operation. Gone were the days of the lone 
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prospector with a pick, a pan and a mule. Hard rock mining meant building 

underground tunnels to access the mineral veins. Mine employees followed the ore 

deposits by blasting their way into mountainsides with black powder and 

dynamite. From the mine, burro trains and wagons freighted the ore to Leadville or 

Pueblo, where reduction works and smelting plants separated the gold and silver 

from the surrounding rock.

 Mining on this scale brought outside corporate investors who could muster 

the capital and technology capable of extracting and processing the valuable 

minerals. Companies spent millions of dollars in Colorado constructing 

mineshafts, tunnels, smelters and reduction plants.

 Believing another Leadville had been found, the Tin Cup District exploded 

with activity in 1879. Two burgeoning communities, Virginia City, reincorporated 

as Tin Cup in 1882, and Hillerton vied for dominance, each a�racting a population 

as high as 1,500. Prospectors crawled across every gulch, promontory and 

mountain slope. Many met with success. Encouraged by discoveries of rich ore 

bodies, glowing reports sped the flow of people and supplies into the district. Mine 

promoters “whose only capital was a sleek tongue and a reputation for being 

crooked,” according to one historian, spread rumors and fabricated 

The Rich History 
23



stories that inflated values overnight with some claims changing hands for as much 

as $1,000 per foot of depth. Miners and investors in the Tin Cup District poured a 

reported $200,000 into acquisitions and developments during one month.

 Even more money poured into the Elk Mountains after news of silver lode 

strikes set that part of the country on fire. The town of Gunnison, named for Captain 

John Gunnison who led a military expedition through the Gunnison River valley in 

1853, became the gateway for most of those aiming for the high country. Its location 

at the confluence of the Gunnison and Tomichi rivers made it a hub for roads and 

trails in all directions and a natural supply point for the surrounding mining region. 

The sparse se�lement may have had only three log cabins with sod roofs as one 

traveler observed in June 1879, but the more than 200 tents spread along its 

riverbanks announced a boom was already underway.

 By the time of its incorporation a year later, the floodgates opened and 25,000 

people streamed into the region. Although Gunnison’s permanent population was 

only about 2,000, one 1880 news report proclaimed it an “embryo metropolis” 

blessed by rapid development: “A $15,000 court house, $20,000 hotel and $7,000 

schoolhouse, besides several churches and excellent business blocks in course of 

erection, are a few of the surprises in this three-months-old town.” 

 Meanwhile forceful action against the Utes by the federal government 

contributed to the influx by removing an obstacle that until then deterred entrance 

to the territory. Anti-Ute agitation had been an inflammatory issue for years. The 

sentiment from an 1878 Boulder Colorado Banner newspaper editorial, although 

radical, reflected widespread public opinion within the state, particularly among 

the mining community: “There is no use of making a long ado about the Indian 

question. The only solution of the problem is extermination.”

 The decisive flashpoint came in September 1879 when Ute hostilities in 

Northwest Colorado left 25 dead, including Nathan Meeker, agent to the White 

River Ute Reservation.
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 “Either they or we must go,” declared the Denver Times, “and we are not 

going. Humanitarianism is an idea. Western Empire is an inexorable fact. He who 

gets in the way of it will be crushed.”

 A new treaty approved in 1880 provided for total removal of the Utes from 

Colorado except for a strip of arid wasteland 15 miles wide and 100 miles long on 

the southwest edge of the state. The economic benefit of the agreement did not go 

unrecognized by Colorado Congressman James Belford, who considered passage 

of the treaty as the “reclamation of 11 million acres of land from the domain of 

barbarism.” In June 1882 Congress opened six million acres of former Ute land to 

public se�lement. 

 Gunnison wasn’t the only town with a strategic location. Twenty-eight miles 

to the northwest, the small se�lement of Crested Bu�e, at an elevation of 8,909 feet, 

served as a way station and supply point for a string of mining camps in the upper 

reaches of the Elk Mountains. Howard Smith founded the town after initially being 

a�racted to the site because of large coal deposits. He also recognized its 

promotional possibilities as the gateway to the Elk Mountains. 

 Reports from Gothic, Ruby, Irwin and other mining camps above Crested 

Bu�e stirred a frenzy of activity and speculation. The Bullion King mine near Irwin, 

discovered in July 1879, sold for $105,000 in December based on an open cut 12 feet 

deep.

 “This region,” said one reporter, “is probably the only one in Christendom 

where 10- and 12-foot holes sell frequently for from $100,000 to $200,000.”

 Eight miles north of Crested Bu�e, the mining town of Gothic a�racted a 

population of 5,000 largely on the strength of one legendary mine. The Sylvanite, 

five miles northeast of Gothic at an altitude of 11,700 feet, was rich but remote. One 

ore shipment of 400 sacks—about 12 tons—paid $40,000. But it took a big payout to 

surmount the expenses related to freighting. Logistical difficulties plagued it and 

other high-elevation mines.
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 “No great amount of ore will be shipped,” said one news account, “until a 

wagon-road is constructed nearer the mine. Only a trail leads there now, and all 

supplies and ores must be packed five miles up or down a steep grade … the 

transportation problem is the worst of all. Even water must be carried on mules 

from a snow bank 500 feet below, and heavy timber a much greater distance.” 

 As it turned out, immense coal deposits at Crested Bu�e lured rail service to 

that section of Gunnison country and alleviated its isolation. The Denver & Rio 

Grande (D&RG) railroad bought 1,000 acres of coal land in 1880, revealing its 

intention to press forward into that region. Locked in fierce competition with its 

rival, the Denver South Park & Pacific (DSP&P), to reach Gunnison and its mineral 

wealth, both companies laid track “as fast as men and money can push it,” 

according to a railroad publicist. The D&RG won, arriving in Gunnison on August 

8, 1881. Four months later it completed a 28-mile branch line to Crested Bu�e and 

began shipping bituminous, anthracite and coking coal, indispensable for the 

production of steel in the Pueblo mills.

 

Baldwin's Montezuma, 1871, The first locomotive built for the Denver & Rio Grande.
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 Meanwhile the DSP&P followed a more challenging route that included the 

onerous task of boring an 1,800-foot tunnel through the Continental Divide below 

Altman Pass. Built at 11,523 feet, the Alpine Tunnel was an engineering nightmare 

that cost the railroad dearly in both time and money. It finally steamed into 

Gunnison on September 2, 1882, 13 months after its competitor. 

 Like the railroads, others understood supplying goods and services to the 

miners was a more dependable path to business success than prospecting. Those 

with an entrepreneurial bent seized on the opportunities in front of them. Sam 

Fisher saw his while hauling freight from Gunnison to Gothic in 1879. He had just 

arrived from Denver and, with his brother, invested in wagons and teams to begin a 

freight business. On the way to Gothic, Fisher had to pay $2 to use the toll bridge, a 

ramshackle affair, where the East River joined the Taylor River six miles below 

Wilder. The rivers formed an important crossroads. From the bridge one heavily 

traveled road followed the East River valley to Crested Bu�e, Gothic and Irwin. The 

other road snaked through Taylor Canyon, connecting travelers to the Spring Creek 

and Taylor Park mining districts.

 Fisher learned the proprietor’s authority for the toll location was as shaky as 

his structure. As the story goes, after making his freight delivery, Fisher bought a 

load of lumber from a newly opened Gothic sawmill, carried it to the converging 

rivers, and used the material to begin building a homestead dwelling. Moving 

quickly Fisher secured county approval for running two toll roads and a new bridge 

and filed a homestead claim at the strategic location at the Gunnison, East and 

Taylor rivers. Outmaneuvered and realizing Fisher wasn’t without political and 

financial resources, the previous toll bridge operator departed.

 Even as a young man, Fisher displayed a willingness to take risks. Born in 

Massachuse�s in 1846, he obtained a first-rate education at Rutgers in mining 

engineering but rejected a conventional career path in the East. Fisher struck out for 

Colorado in 1867 and proceeded to work for mining companies, building a career as 

an engineer and superintendent. Evidently Fisher’s social and political standing 

rose with his employment profile. When he married in 1879, Colorado Governor 

John Rou� a�ended his Denver wedding.
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 By the time the 1880 summer stampede got underway, Fisher was ready 

with a new $500 bridge and two improved toll roads. One was a seven-mile segment 

to Jack’s Cabin, a way station on the road to Crested Bu�e. The more challenging 

road followed the Taylor River for seven miles to the mouth of Spring Creek and 

required dynamite to widen the narrow sections of Taylor Canyon. Fisher charged 

$1 for a two-horse team and wagon, 50¢ for a horse and carriage, and 25¢ for a man 

on horseback. Averaging $65 a day, Fisher became a wealthy man during the two-

season heyday of toll traffic. That abruptly ended when the D&RG railroad built a 

branch line from Gunnison to Crested Bu�e in the fall of 1881. The toll road to 

Spring Creek lasted longer, until its purchase by Gunnison County in 1883.

 

 To facilitate railroad construction Fisher gave D&RG 15 acres of land to use 

for right of way. In 1882 the D&RG built a small depot and persuaded the federal 

government to establish a post office with Sam Fisher appointed postmaster. He 

also got naming rights, and his newfound prosperity influenced the choice. Flush 

with money Fisher pursued the trappings of a country squire, which included an 

avid interest in expensive horseflesh. His proudest purchase was a horse sired by 

Almont, a nationally famous thoroughbred stallion and the name he chose for both 

his homestead and the rural post office address. In 1893 Fisher sold out to Vernon 

Davis, a Denver businessman who converted the ranch to a resort. Davis planned to 

capitalize on Almont’s superior fishing, scenic location and convenient train 

service.
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“The fact is that hunting deer, antelope, elk, mountain sheep and 

bear for the mining camps of Colorado, I earned more in 1880 than 

any two years on the buffalo ranges.”

            —Frank H. Mayer, U.S. Army Colonel and buffalo hunter



Joseph David Stevens

1840-1918

Elizabeth “Be�ie”Godwin Stevens

1844-1920

Chapter 3

 Seven miles above Almont just below the confluence of Spring Creek and the 

Taylor River, Joseph Stevens saw opportunity in good river bo�omland. Supplying 

the mining camps with food for men and fodder for their animals was another way 

to strike it rich during the boom. Ca�le and hay paid premium prices, and Stevens 

intended to cash in on both with a ranch on the Taylor River. 

 For Stevens and his family, the journey began in Missouri and followed the 

path taken by thousands who accepted the challenge of pioneer migration to 

unse�led territory. Joseph and Elizabeth “Be�ie” Godwin Stevens came to 

Colorado by ox team in a train of 60 wagons in 1865. The children of parents who 

owned neighboring farms near Wellsville, Missouri, they had married in 1861 when 

Joseph was 21 and Be�ie 17. Four years and two young children later, they headed 

west, first se�ling near Pueblo and then Colorado Springs. Stirred by the news of El 

Dorado on the Western Slope, the Stevens family joined the mad scramble, first to St. 

Elmo, a rail station for the DSP&P and short-lived boomtown in the Wasatch 

Mountains, and then across the Continental Divide to Virginia City, renamed Tin 

Cup in 1882.

 

Photographs Courtesy David J. Collard
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 They tried their hand at hotel hospitality in 1880. A brief mention in the local 

paper must have been welcome support: “The Miner’s Home, under the 

management of Mr. Stevens, starts out tip-top. The tables are supplied with the best 

the market affords.” Competition was stiff, though, as the paper reported in another 

article: “The Pacific Hotel treated its patrons on Sunday to luscious strawberries and 

cream and ice cream for dinner and supper. The popularity of this house is 

vouchsafed.” 

 Hotel reputations rose or fell depending on each kitchen’s ability to meet the 

expectations of hungry miners. The demand for meat ran high, but beef was 

difficult to obtain. Wild game became a welcome alternative. Those supplying 

Virginia City hotel kitchens and restaurants with game and fish paid top dollar to 

commercial hunters.

 “I went into market hunting,” recalls buffalo hunter Frank H. Mayer, “and 

here I got hold of some of the dollars that eluded me in the buffalo business.”

 

 Fresh trout at the markets paid even more. With good money at stake, 

poachers paid scant a�ention to the legal niceties, as one historian observed: “In 

1882 the fishing season ran from July 1 until December 1, but there was much out-of-

season activity, including the use of dynamite and nets. Even fishing legally a group 

of three could bag close to 200 trout in a day. One man sold $900 worth of trout in 

Gunnison over a two-year period.”

 

 Small-scale, freelance commercial fishing did well, too, frequently earning a 

be�er-than-average daily wage. That made a huge difference for a struggling 

pioneer family with six kids. Mary Nichols Williams sold fish to the La Veta Hotel, a 

luxury four-story Gunnison hotel that opened in 1884: “Bob Lewis ran La Veta 

Hotel. I used to fish for him. It was not unlawful to catch fish to sell in those days, 

and I could make $2 or $3 a day. My favorite bait was willow flies. Once I caught a 

big trout that weighed over eight pounds. My li�le girl Rose was with me, and she 

spread my apron in the shallow water after I had played it for half an hour, and, 

when I got the fish on the apron, she gathered the apron and ran to the dry land. Mr. 

Lewis had the fish mounted and it was in the window of the La Veta Hotel for a 
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a long time. It was no trouble to catch fish in those days, and none were small.”

 Supplying food or anything else from outside the Tin Cup Mining District 

remained an obstacle that resisted a satisfactory solution. One journalist paid to 

boost the region and lure naive readers drew a pre�y picture: “Virginia City lies in a 

beautiful spot, well protected by mountains on all sides.” But imprisoned by 

mountains on all sides more accurately described the town’s location. The Sawatch 

Range to the east formed a wall with elevations between 11,500 and 13,500 feet. 

Thousands struggled across the high mountain passes from the Upper Arkansas 

valley. Lake Pass was 12,230 feet and closer to the mining district, but no less 

formidable. Co�onwood was 12,126 feet, and Tin Cup stood at 12,154 feet. 

 What terrain made difficult, brutal winters with paralyzing snow and 

numbing cold made almost impossible. A tortuous road over Co�onwood Pass 

hacked out of rock and timber by freighter Dave Wood was described as “more like 

a burro trail than a wagon road.” In the winter it could become choked with snow as 

deep as 50 feet. Measurable snow in the high basins fell as many as 10 months a year. 

Few in the district were willing to endure the punishing winters and retreated to 

lower, warmer elevations.

 In 1879 Virginia City’s boom population of 1,500 receded as the weather 

turned cold and early snowstorms warned of worse to come. Reports were made 

that only 120 people spent the winter of 1879-1880 in Virginia City. Stories of deep 

winter snow from Irwin, a mining camp in the Elk Mountains, worked their way 

into local legend. One account told of trees for cabins cut at the snow line. When 

spring came, the stumps were 10 feet tall. Still another from Irwin’s first winter: 

“After the cabins were built, the miners added lengths of stovepipe to their 

chimneys to keep them free of snow. When the spring thaw came, some found they 

had chimneys 20 feet high.”

 The limitations posed by weather and transportation could be overcome 

with high-grade ore, but in 1883 and 1884 when the rich seams of gold and silver 

played out and fabulous new discoveries failed to materialize, the boom lost steam 

and slid toward bust. Meanwhile a series of hotel name changes by 
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 Stevens in 1882—Grand Central, Miner’s Home, St. James—suggested his position 

in the market never gained a firm footing. As the Tin Cup economy spu�ered, 

miners and merchants drifted away, and the Stevens family sold their hotel and 

joined them. They didn’t travel far—only about 20 miles from Tin Cup to the Wilder 

valley. It was a gamble, but who among those streaming into Gunnison country 

weren’t willing to turn over another card in hopes of hi�ing the jackpot?

 “We were all gamblers in those days,” said Poker Alice, a skilled faro and 

poker dealer who learned her trade at Leadville gaming tables. “Some staked theirs 

in mines, some in goods, some in ca�le, some with a pan at a stream. I took mine 

with a deck of cards.”  Raising ca�le and growing hay had its risks, but it was a 

be�er bet than most.

 “Hay, however, is the product … for profit,” read an 1880 newspaper report 

about Gunnison country. Mining required many animals, the article explained, 

driving the commodity from $5 per ton to $85. The absence of hay at any price 

stymied one Virginia City sawmill owner during the early days of the boom 

The St. James Hotel  |  Tincup, Colorado 1881 |  Steven’s Family 
Circled | Elizabeth “Be�ie” Stevens & Joseph Stevens

Children | Mary Ella “Dollie” Stevens - Age 5 | Elizabeth Irene”Lizzie Stevens -Age 8 | James Edward Stevens - Age 11

Photograph Courtesy David J. Collard
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when “our customers virtually carried the lumber away from the saw,” the article 

continued. He had hoped to bring in logs using his horses and keep sawing part of 

the winter but “this could not be accomplished. We could not get horse feed enough 

to winter our horses.”

 There were other advantages to Gunnison ranching besides the soaring 

market price for ca�le and hay. The federal government subsidized the venture 

with 160 acres of free homestead land for a small filing fee and five years residence 

and improvements. Wilder valley land also came with generous water rights, 

indispensable for irrigating a summer hay crop in a region with an average annual 

rainfall of only 11 inches—satisfactory for sagebrush, but inadequate for unlocking 

the crop productivity potential of rich river bo�om soil. 

 Homestead acreage may have been large enough for a good hay crop, but it 

was impossibly small for a ca�le herd. The federal government solved that problem 

by subsidizing free grazing land. Although towns and se�lers quickly acquired 

ownership of the fertile valleys of Gunnison country, tens of thousands of 

unclaimed acres remained that were good for grazing and available for public use. 

In 1890 the United States Supreme Court codified this practice when it determined 

the common law of grazing was applicable to the public domain and that 

homesteaders “had full liberty to graze their stock upon the grasses of the prairies 

and upon other nutritious substances found upon the soil.” The Supreme Court 

decision, however, included a caveat. Citizens had free use of public lands provided 

“no act of government forbids this use.” This would come to pass 15 years later—far 

too soon for many angry Colorado ranchers.  

 

 One of the most compelling economic reasons for entering the ca�le business 

was found at the Almont train stop. D&RG rail service connected ranchers to a 

national market. With a direct link to the Denver, Kansas City, Omaha and Chicago 

stockyards, Gunnison ca�lemen bypassed dependency on the local boom-and-bust 

pa�ern of mining cycles. 

 It is believed Stevens purchased land at the confluence of Spring Creek and 

the Taylor River where Harmel’s Ranch Resort is located and went to ranching. 
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  Be�ie and Joseph’s seventh child, Stella, was born in 1883. Two years later, at 

age 41, Be�ie gave birth to Grace, the final member of the family. Laura, their oldest 

child, had married Charles Miller and lived in Tin Cup.  In 1883 the couple accepted 

Joseph and Be�ie’s invitation to celebrate the family’s first Thanksgiving at the 

Taylor River ranch. During the visit an early and seemingly unending snowstorm 

prevented the Millers from returning to Tin Cup. Realizing their predicament could 

last some time, the men built a log cabin. The Millers spent the winter at the ranch, 

and, in June 1884, Laura gave birth to a daughter, Ethel. Four months later the 

family moved to Leadville where Charles found work freighting mine ore.  

 Li�le is known about the Joseph Stevens ranch, but it was sufficiently 

successful to persuade two sons to follow in their father’s footsteps. The brothers, 

along with a brother-in-law, apparently filed claims for homesteads in 1893. 

Charles T. “Tom” Stevens, 25, and younger brother James, 23, and Harvey Stanley, 

27, began building their ranches in the 1890s.

 “When I came from the Eastern Slope in 1892,” said Tom Stevens, “some 

young fellows and I drove over 150 head of ca�le for the ranch. Took about three 

weeks, coming with saddle horses and a chuck wagon.”
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  The five-year residency requirement for a homestead claim was flexible, 

requiring no absence longer than six months a year. The three young men used 

those absences to earn enough money to survive living on land that initially 

provided no income. One wry comment popular at the time spoke to that difficulty: 

“The government bets you 160 acres of land against $16 that you can't live on the 

land without starving to death.” The $16 was for filing and other fees.

 Tom and his brother hired out their ranch hand skills to other ranches for 

income. One four-month stint with an outfit in Colona included breaking in 50 head 

of broncos. When a small flurry of mining activity returned to Taylor Park and 

Spring Creek in the 1890s, Tom took to freighting, where a man could earn good 

money hauling supplies to the mining camps, including, on one memorable 

occasion, 4,000 pounds of Hercules dynamite over Tin Cup Pass. After early snows 

hit another camp, Stevens and a partner packed in two tons of supplies—sometimes 

by backpack—when the snow got too deep for sleighs. They often traveled at night 

to take advantage of hard snow not softened by sunlight. The pay was good at 10¢ a 

pound. Where freight wagons couldn't go, burros could. Stevens expanded his 

transport service with a string of 35 burros. Between ranching, freighting and 

running burro teams, Tom built a prosperous business. 

 Burros also packed kids to school. Stevens recalled his young sisters, Stella, 

11, and Grace, 9, riding burros three miles over the hill of Jack's Cabin Cutoff to 

Jack's Cabin School in the East River valley. After simply surviving, se�lers, most 

with young children, made education their highest priority. Rural Gunnison 

County school districts formed when the population threshold justified their 

creation. East River ranchers organized District 18 in 1882.

 

 By 1885 a small schoolhouse was constructed at Jack's Cabin to 

accommodate 20 students. The school included the first eight grades and ran from 

April until November to take advantage of good weather. Although most students 

came from East River valley ranches, the school included children from the Almont 

area and the Taylor River ranches. After hours the schoolhouse became the focal 

point for community life, especially social gatherings that included dances, 

Christmas programs, potluck suppers, spelling bees and picnics.
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 Tom and James didn’t hang back when opportunities for a good time were 

available, even if it meant six frigid miles of hiking over the cutoff. Tom said that 

“many’s the time my brother and I have snow-shoed over to Jack’s Cabin … to 

a�end dances in the schoolhouse there.” 

 Recreation was the rare sweet in an otherwise steady diet of unrelenting 

hard work, but perseverance paid off nicely. On September 28, 1898, the President 

William McKinley affixed his signature to the certificates that granted the three men 

patents to their land claims free and clear. The ownership document for Tom 

Stevens reads in part: “Whereby it appears, that pursuant to the act of Congress 

approved 20th May 1862, ‘To secure Homesteads to actual Se�lers on the Public 

Domain.’ … the claim of Charles T. Stevens has been established and duly 

consummated in conformity to law, for … one hundred and sixty acres.” 

 Secure in their property, Tom and James Stevens continued to build their 

ranches while their friend Harvey Stanley decided on another line of business and 

immediately sold his land—80 acres to each brother. 

 As the 19th century drew to a close, it looked like the Stevens family had 

picked a winner. The ca�le industry prospered while mining, except for coal, faded 

into the economic background. Early in the new century, after blazing a successful 

trail for others to follow, the Stevens brothers would move on to other ventures. But, 

inspired by their example, successors took up the challenge of ranching at Wilder on 

the Taylor. Opportunities for tourism along the river also found a foothold. Above 

all the land remained remote. Regardless of what drew se�lers to the Taylor River 

over the coming decades, they held one characteristic in common—an affinity for 

wild places and a pioneering spirit.

Passed on May 20, 1862, the Homestead Act 

accelerated the se�lement of the western territory by 

granting adult heads of families 160 acres of surveyed 

public land for a minimal filing fee and 5 years of 

continuous residence on that land.
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“Notice is hereby served upon all whom it may concern that the 

stockmen are well organized … and any representative of any 

political party who shall combat the expressed wishes and desires 

of the stockmen will be declared an enemy to the industry.”

                  —Gunnison County Stockgrowers Association, 1901

Photograph Courtesy David J. Collard



Chapter 4

 Ranchers solidified their growing economic power by organizing the 

Gunnison County Stockgrowers Association in 1894. By 1901 they issued a warning 

to politicians asserting their position in the county. Ca�le rancher Tom Stevens, 

owner of 240 Wilder valley acres, set his sights on ranch expansion and leadership 

participation in the prosperous and politically powerful ca�le industry. He served 

for 25 years on the Colorado State Board of Stock Inspection Commissioners, 

introduced purebred Herefords to the Gunnison ca�le range, and supported 

Ca�lemen’s Days, the annual mid-summer celebration of the ca�le industry.

 Stevens made many improvements at Wilder, including the construction of 

a log house and water ditches for irrigated hay cultivation. A lifelong bachelor, his 

niece Ethel Miller, who was born on the Taylor River at Wilder, served as the lady of 

the house, cook, housekeeper, chauffeur and even reliable cowhand when required. 

In the early 1900s when the Kodak camera surged in popularity, Ethel became an 

avid hobbyist. Her passion for photography led her to build a portfolio of work that 

documented the rugged world of rocky landscapes and ranch life around her. Local 

heritage captured her interest, and she became an active participant in the 

Gunnison County Pioneer and Historical Society.

Ethel Gray Miller, 

Born on the Taylor River at Wilder. 

On her horse named “Snip”

1884 - 1981

Photograph Courtesy David J. Collard
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 In 1903 Stevens sold his ranch for $2,900 to Albert Roper, 24, and Joseph 

Isham, 26, who thought they recognized a diamond in the rough at Wilder. The land 

still had a lot of rough in it, but they were confident their diligent application of hard 

work could make it shine. Five years earlier, at age 19, Al Roper cut ties to his family 

farm in Kansas and headed west. Formal education for Roper ended in the third 

grade, but he remained a dedicated reader and lifelong student. His mother died 

when he was 12, and, at age 16, his father remarried. A rocky relationship with the 

new stepmother encouraged his departure to Colorado. A cousin and friend joined 

him, and the three boys worked around Gunnison. Looking for adventure and to 

see more of the country, they headed west, picking up odd jobs along the way, 

including work in Weiser, Idaho at a livery stable and as a ferry worker on the Snake 

River. Roper returned to Gunnison and found ranches that needed hired hands. 

While working around Gunnison, he met and became friends with Joe Isham. 

Roper was a diligent saver. By the time the two friends bought the Taylor River 

ranch in 1903, he had $1,000 to put down as a deposit. 

 The partners divided responsibilities with each taking a turn caring for the 

ranch while the other earned income from outside work. Things got even be�er 

when Isham’s younger brother Ervin, 17, joined them. Among the ranch’s inventory 

of tools, nothing surpassed the rifle in importance. Ervin was a great hunter 

according to Al Roper’s eldest son, John Roper. 

 “Even though he was just a kid, he would take the gun out and almost 

always come back with game,” John said.
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 Not unlike the recently displaced Utes, hunting was a survival skill for the 

young men. For several more decades, wild game provided a welcome meal for 

families in the backcountry where resources were scarce and cash low. The young 

men labored to grow hay crops rather than raise ca�le. Despite his odd-jobbing 

days in Gunnison as a ranch hand, Al Roper never lost touch with his Kansas 

farming roots. Diversification would have required borrowing funds, an option 

that didn’t sit well with him.

 “To get into the ca�le business would have meant going deeply in debt,” 

John said, “and my dad was scared to death of [that].”

 Al’s wife, Mabel Roper, said few things made her husband more 

uncomfortable than debt.

 “He couldn’t stand being in debt,” Mabel said. “He felt like he couldn’t 

spend a nickel if he owed anybody anything.” 

 But hay proved lucrative, and, by 1910, Roper and Isham had prospered 

sufficiently to expand their land holdings. James Stevens, their neighbor, was ready 

to sell. Roper bought Isham’s share of the lower meadow for $1,000, and Isham 

purchased the Stevens property for $3,500. 

 Land wasn’t the only opportunity presented that year. While working for an 

Ohio Creek valley rancher in early summer, Roper went to a dance at the rural 

school nearby where he met Mabel Wilson. The introduction sparked a courtship 

that included a Fourth of July picnic at the Jennings ranch and a buggy ride up the 

Taylor River. Al’s pursuit of Mabel was measured but sufficiently purposeful to 

convey serious intent.

 “Albert dated me at Ca�lemen’s Days,” Mabel recalled, “and came to see me 

a few times that summer.”

 In the fall, when Mabel left to teach school near Somerset, Colorado, they 

corresponded. Christmas vacation brought her back to Gunnison. 
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An invitation to Gunnison Ca�lemen's Day 1908. From Ocy McDowell from Gunnison, 

Colorado. To Ida Leonard from Doyleville, Colorado. Postcard sent August 6, 1908. 

Ca�lemen's Day started in 1900 and still runs every July.
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and a marriage proposal from Al. She accepted. No doubt at age 19, Mabel found the 

stability offered by the mature, 31-year-old hay rancher a�ractive. Security had 

been conspicuously absent in her life until then. 

 Mabel Estella Wilson was born in 1891 into a hard-luck homestead family 

near Toronto, Kansas.

 “Times were hard in the 1890s,” said Mabel. “Father had bought ca�le and 

mortgaged his farm. Then prices went down, and my father went broke.”

 At the urging of a brother living near Gunnison, Charles Wilson moved his 

family there in 1892 and bought 160 acres five miles north of Gunnison on the 

Gunnison River. In 1895 four-year-old Mabel lost a stillborn brother and days later 

her mother, Elizabeth. A devoutly religious woman, her mother faced the end by 

raising her voice in sacred song:

 “When mother realized she was going to die, she sang a hymn, ‘Jesus, Lover 

of My Soul.’ Jesus, lover of my soul, let me to thy bosom fly … till the storm of life is 

past; safe into the haven guide, O receive my soul at last … I can remember being 

held up to see my mother in her coffin,” Mabel recalled.

 Ten years later, at age 14, Mabel was orphaned when her father died. A new 

start on the Gunnison River had not advanced the family’s fortunes. Her father 

borrowed $800 to buy the ranch, and Mabel said they barely managed to come up 

with the $64 for interest each year.  “He still owed the $800 when he died,” Mabel 

said.

 Mabel’s older brother took over the farm, and she completed her high school 

education in Gunnison. It wasn’t uncommon for rural girls to rent a house, live in 

town during the school week, and return home on the weekends. Mabel and two 

other high school girls found one for $3 a month. The house had no water, but 

neighbors across the street let them use their well.
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 “We had a li�le cook stove for both heat and cooking that burned wood and 

coal,” Mabel said. “We took turns baking bread, and we all had vegetables and a 

li�le canned fruit we could bring from home. Sometimes we’d buy a soup bone for a 

dime.”

 For her senior year, Mabel stayed with a family and worked for her room and 

board. Options for work following graduation were limited, but teaching in rural 

outposts was a frequent choice for young, single women. Mabel spent the summer 

studying for the state teacher examination and ge�ing acquainted with Al Roper. 

Soon after passing the exam in August, she was hired to teach in Somerset, an 

isolated coal mining community on the western edge of Gunnison County. She 

stayed with a German family named Berg. Her job paid her $60 a month, and she 

paid the Bergs $30 a month for board and room. Mabel finished the school year, 

married in June, and began life as a newlywed in a small, three-room log house on 

the Taylor River.

  Al Roper possessed the requisite characteristics for meeting the challenge of 

early 20th century pioneer life. Besides a taste for hard work, he had the skills to 

build and repair whatever the ranch required.

 “One of the things I remember about dad,” said his son Bob Roper, “was his 

mechanical ability. He could fix about anything, usually without it costing very 

much.”

 Eldest son John, who had a mechanical interest, remembered spending 

hours watching him.

 “Dad was always making something or rebuilding something. Dad had a 

handmade metal turning lathe,” John recalled, “and he taught me how to use it.”

 Roper also showed him how, without welding, to build metal equipment by 

bolting the pieces together. Daughter Carol believed her father displayed “the 

resourcefulness of a pioneer [and] was perfect for the time he lived in.”
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 Not unlike the 1870’s Kansas homesteaders of their parents’ generation, Al 

and Mabel depended on self-reliance. 

 “They couldn’t go to the store and buy many things,” said Carol, “so they 

had to do without or make something work.”

 Roper honed his natural ability with a lifetime of self-education. He devised 

a reading curriculum of technical texts for agriculture, carpentry, blacksmithing, 

mechanical engineering and electrical engineering. Carol said one of her fondest 

memories was of her dad filling his pipe and si�ing back to read.

 The building material of choice for the ranch was wood, which grew in 

abundance and was free for the taking. Al Roper built his own sawmill to process 

felled trees into lumber, which he used to erect ranch structures—including the 

bridge across the Taylor River where the sawmill was located, barns, sheds, corrals, 

a workshop and the house he built in 1917 when the family moved across the 

meadow and near what is now County Road 742. As a housewarming gift soon after 

the move, Mabel gave birth to Ola, their fourth child.

 Al and Mabel took enormous pleasure in their children, particularly their 

young antics. “What will we do when there aren’t any li�le ones to entertain us?” 

was a common refrain from the couple around that time. Their half-joking concern 

proved groundless since there was no shortage of “li�le ones” over the years. 

Eighteen years later, Mabel gave birth to daughter Noella, the couple’s 11th and last 

child. As the story is told, even the delivering doctor couldn’t resist teasing Mabel 

for being pregnant for 25 years. At the time of Noella’s birth, Mabel was 44, and Al 

was 56. 

 As the Roper family grew, so did their land holdings. Former partner and 

Wilder neighbor, Joe Isham, now married, responded to his family’s need for be�er 

access to the Gunnison school system by selling his land to the Ropers for $6,000 and 

moving closer to town. With the purchase, Roper gained complete ownership of the 

Wilder valley’s most productive hay meadow acreage.

 

The Rich History 
48



“Fishermen and other tourists started coming, and they’d want to 

stay a week or two. So we just kept on building cabins, and it 

developed into a summer resort.” 

                              —Alta Elmer Dunbar, Taylor River Rancher



Chapter 5

 There wasn’t much land north of the Roper property available for 

cultivation, but Henry Elmer believed it was sufficient for his wife Annie and their 

four children to build a new life. What it lacked in expansive meadow, it made up 

for in strategic location. Elmer filed a homestead claim that included land 

surrounding the confluence of Spring Creek and the Taylor River, now Harmel’s 

Ranch Resort, and the two roads that followed the waterways upstream into mining 

country. In the opposite direction, the road traveled seven miles to the Almont 

railroad depot before continuing 10 miles farther to Gunnison. Elmer secured title 

to the crossroads with a government patent in 1917. By then it was clear to him that 

the path toward the most lucrative livelihood led to hospitality rather than hay. 

 The family spent its first summer on the homestead in 1910. They built a two-

room log house and cleared land for a modest hay meadow with what li�le acreage 

they had available. They saw opportunity in the stream of travelers who needed a 

place to stay and stable their animals. As word got around that the Taylor River 

offered extraordinary angling, fisherman came knocking. These were not casual 

weekenders with a can of worms and a cane pole but serious sportsmen dedicated 

to the art of fly fishing and looking for lodging.

 The Elmers obliged by building cabins and furnishing meals. John, the 

eldest son, gained a reputation for construction while still in his late teens. His 

younger sister, Alta, recalled with pride his ability to shape logs into smooth square 

timbers.  “My brother was quite an artist with an adze,” she said.

 As word spread about phenomenal fishing on the Taylor River, so did the 

news of the Elmers who not only provided lodging but would pick up fly fishermen 

with a team and wagon at the Jack’s Cabin whistle stop, deliver them to a sparsely 

furnished ranch cabin lit with coal-oil lamps, provide home-cooked meals,  direct 

them to the best fishing spots.
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 “Fishermen and other tourists started coming,” said Alta, “and they’d want 

to stay a week or two. So we just kept on building cabins, and it developed into a 

summer resort. We got some milk cows a-going, and my mother would churn 

bu�er. We sold them milk, bu�er, cream and co�age cheese.”

 Anglers were good business, but war turned out to be even more lucrative. 

Elmer’s Ranch realized a business bonanza when the economy mobilized for war 

and stretched one of its grasping tentacles past the ranch and up Spring Creek 12 

miles to the Doctor Mine and its large zinc deposits. The Great War in Europe raged 

from 1914 to 1918, and the Allied Powers spared no expense to acquire the 

munitions and materiel required to wage it, including zinc, an important alloy for 

brass shell casings. Doctor Mine—named for a member of the 1880 discovery party 

who was a doctor—gained local fame as one of the county’s most productive mines 

since it first produced ore in 1881. By 1915 the mine was in full production and 

teamsters hauled the ore 19 miles to Almont where rail cars carried the mineral to 

processing plants.

 “DOCTOR MINE ORE DEPOSITS OF TREMENDOUS VALUE,” cried one 

headline from Gunnison’s “booster press” that tracked the current economic flare-

up and did its part to fan flames that prophesied prosperity for all. 
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 “The number of four-horse teams on the Doctor Mine has increased to 20, 

and more will be put on just as soon as arrangements can be made to keep them out 

of each other’s way,” the paper exclaimed. “This wonderful deposit of iron oxide 

and zinc grows bigger all the time.”

 From the Elmers’ perspective, however, one news story got it right: “This 

activity means great things for the Spring Creek country.”

 Soon boarding teamsters filled their cabins, and ranch tables often 

overflowed with hungry men who took a dinner break at the convenient stop, 

halfway along their route. Meals cost 50¢, and, when things got busy, it wasn’t 

unusual for Annie Elmer and her daughter to bake 14 loaves of bread a day.

 “I could bake bread by the time I was 14 years old,” said Alta. “I baked bread 

until I was black in the face.”

 Alta also married one of the teamsters who brought the ore down from the 

mine. Roy (Sandy) Dunbar stayed at the ranch as a boarder in 1916 and met the 19-

year-old Alta. The couple married two years later and lived in one of the ranch 

cabins while Sandy continued to haul ore and Alta continued to cook, serve food, 

work in the garden and wash clothes among other ranch chores.

 The price of zinc plummeted after the war, but by then Dunbar had enough 

money to pursue his true vocation of ca�le ranching. He and Alta eventually bought 

a small hay and ca�le property along the Taylor River four miles below Wilder.

 Henry Elmer invested his profits in a building program that expanded the 

resort and laid a foundation for future growth. By the time of his death in 1924, 

about 20 cabins do�ed the riverfront and hosted a vacation clientele in sufficient 

numbers to justify changing the name over the homestead entrance to “Elmer’s 

Ranch Resort.” Although brand clarification was one explanation for the change, 

feeling pressure to keep pace with the competition seven miles downstream may 

have been another.

 By the early 1920s, Almont’s railroad depot was delivering a summer tourist 

trade that supported two resorts. Under the management of Vernon Davis, 
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the Almont Resort, pitched as the “Sportsman’s Paradise,” was the oldest. The  

Marston Hotel, a native stone mansion built in 1899, served as the property’s 

centerpiece. By 1905 other amenities included 12 co�ages, a livery stable, country 

store, post office and pond stocked with trout for guests who desired guaranteed 

results with minimal effort.

 Davis published The Marston Wizard, a promotional tabloid for visitors. 

The paper’s 1907 edition included an upbeat news item about fishing conditions: 

“Fifty thousand brook and rainbow trout from the Gunnison hatchery were placed 

in the East and Taylor rivers at Almont a few weeks ago.”

 Among that multitude, anglers were assured, it wasn’t uncommon to hook 

three-, four- and five-pound rainbow trout. One new wrinkle to the resort’s 

offerings of sporty fare was the addition of thoroughbred foxhounds formerly 

owned by the Royal Hunt Club of Denver. The hounds were at the disposal of the 

guests at Almont when they wanted to chase for wolves or bear.

 The Wizard underscored the owner’s personal partiality to the sport: “Mr. 

Davis is a lover of wolf and bear hunting. Should you like such sport, don’t fail to 

join him in a chase this season.” 

 Five years later Davis sold the resort to a group of gentlemen from Pueblo 

who organized themselves as the Almont Sportsmen Association. The former 

Marston Hotel became their clubhouse where they played cards, exchanged stories 

and enjoyed a drink or two. In 1914 John and Fiona Bri�ain bought the property and 

operated it as the Almont Resort for the next 30 years. Cabins rented for $3 a night on 

the American plan, which provided guests with three meals a day. For those who 

missed the dining hour, “Mama” Bri�ain made few allowances. She was a stickler 

for rules, especially the one forbidding women from either wearing pants or 

smoking in the dining room. The 1920s may have been roaring, but Mama wasn’t 

listening. When the Great Depression found its way to the resort in the early 1930s, 

she finally relented, but it wasn’t a graceful concession. One day some women 

guests asked permission to smoke in the dining room, and Mama’s 

The Rich History 
54



granddaughter overheard the reply: “Oh, I don’t give a damn! Just smoke all ya 

want and wear pants, too! You can do anything ya want!” 

 Apparently flexibility wasn’t “Papa” Bri�ain’s strong suit either. As 

postmaster for Almont’s rural mail delivery, he decided post office hours included 

shu�ing down one hour for lunch, an unpopular decision among area ranchers who 

often traveled considerable distances to collect their mail. His stubborn insistence 

on closing at midday did not stand. Gunnison ranchers had clout. When they 

complained, the higher postal authority listened. In 1924 Bri�ain lost his postmaster 

commission. It was awarded to Frank Salisbury, co-owner of Taylor River Resort, 

Papa’s rival across the river. 

 Beginning in 1920 Salisbury shared ownership of Taylor River Resort with 

his sister Rosa Wal�ing. Rosa and her family had already paved the way in 1914 

when they took up a homestead on the east side of the Taylor River at its junction 

with the Gunnison. Prior to that her husband, Tony, had made the rounds working 

as a miner in Aspen, Victor, Cripple Creek and Lake City. All that ever earned him 

was a bare living and a broken body. Looking for a fresh start, he and Rosa 

calculated Almont’s appealing three-river location could support another resort. 

Besides a few cabins, they built a house with an a�ached store called Wal�ing’s 

Grocery that catered to fishermen and ore-hauling teamsters. Rosa added to their 

income by making hundreds of tamales for sale at the store and for nearby mining 

communities. In 1920, his lungs most likely weakened from mine work, Tony 

succumbed to the influenza contagion that swept the United States following World 

War I. Rosa’s brother, Frank Salisbury, responded to her appeal for assistance and 

an offer of co-ownership.

 The Salisbury family filed a for a riverfront homestead adjacent to Wal�ing. 

The new partner immediately began building a homestead house and four new 

resort cabins, applying the skills he learned from his father, a master carpenter. 

Salisbury’s most ambitious project was the construction of a dance pavilion. The 

domed-roof circular building proved a success, drawing summer Saturday night 

crowds as large as 150-200 people, many from Gunnison and Crested Bu�e.
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 Back at the Wilder ranch, Al and Mabel Roper made the radical decision in 

1920 to sell. Resourceful pioneering families displayed remarkable ingenuity in 

creating the things they needed for self-sufficiency, but children’s education was 

not one of them. For rural parents concerned about academic instruction, Gunnison 

and its superior school system with a high school was the only option. Two of the 

Roper’s four daughters were school age, one had a year to go, and Ola, age three, 

would soon follow.

 “We had to get our kids in school,” said Mabel. “So, when Bill Redden came 

along and wanted to buy our place in 1920, we sold it to him and moved to town.”

  

Jack's Cabin School - 1915
Photograph courtesy of Don Dunbar 
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“God has cared for these trees, saved them from drought, disease, 

avalanches and a thousand straining, leveling tempests and 

floods; but he cannot save them from fools—only Uncle Sam can 

do that.

                              —John Muir, naturalist and conservationist



Chapter 6

In 1920 the upper meadow at Wilder sold for $9,973.22, with payment for the 

land coming from future hay profits. At age 31 Bill Redden now had a place of his 

own and the opportunity to build a hay and ca�le ranch. Raising livestock came 

naturally to Bill, who was born in 1889 on a ranch his parents homesteaded near 

Crookston, about 25 miles east of Gunnison.

 For the ranch Redden envisioned at Wilder, he needed more land. Redden 

acquired a homestead patent in 1922 for 160 contiguous hillside acres across the 

Taylor River to the south. On the opposite side of the Wilder valley, his mother, Kate 

Walker Redden, obtained a patent for 160 adjacent hillside acres on the north side of 

County Road 742, near the intersection of Jack’s Cabin Cutoff. Bill would later 

inherit the land following her death in 1929. Kate moved from Gunnison to the 

homestead cabin her son built.

 A widow past 70 and in failing health, Kate needed his watchful eye and 

care. When she required closer a�ention in 1923, he hired Agnes Glendinning, a 

teacher who was a�ending summer school at Western State College in Gunnison. 

The relationship worked beyond the one intended. Redden, 34, and Glendinning, 

27, exchanged vows December 23, 1923.

 Agnes had come to Colorado from Palmyra, Missouri at age 21 to visit a great 

uncle who lived in Wagon Wheel Gap, Colorado. There wasn’t much to see in 

Wagon Wheel Gap other than a small train depot and a post office, but she found a 

job teaching school and passed her state teacher exam the same year. The certificate 

gave her access to more Colorado country—viewed through rural school windows, 

including one in the San Luis Valley where she dealt with 15 misbehaving students 

for two years in a one-room schoolhouse.
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 While Agnes began life as a newlywed at Wilder, the Roper family returned 

to Wilder because of a tragic and unforeseen circumstance. Jim Boyd, who had 

contracted to buy the upper meadow from Roper, found himself hard pressed and 

began guiding hunters in the fall to earn extra income. During the hunting season of 

1922, Jim Boyd was thrown from a horse and killed.

 “He hadn’t paid anything on the ranch,” Mabel Roper recalled, “so we had to 

take it back. From then on we spent summers on the ranch, and Dad bached winters 

while I stayed with the kids in town so they could go to school.”

 The structures on the upper meadow were old and in various conditions. 

Other than cleaning up the house, not much was done to it. Evelyn Roper Duncan 

described the kitchen and some of the treats associated with it.

 “I remember pu�ing fresh newspaper on the wall in back of the stove every 

year. There really were no cupboards. We hung pots and pans in back of the stove. It 

had a pre�y long table where a lot of stuff had to set out. We did have a pantry where 

most of the food was kept. We kept milk in the pantry, too. I remember going in and 

skimming the cream off the top of the milk and pu�ing it on bread and adding a bit 

of sugar and what a treat! Another thing that was yummy—when the bread dough 

was rising, Mom would slice off a chunk and fry it. That was so good.”

 Ranching had taken a turn since the Stevens cowherds browsed the public 

domain. Back then the availability of free fodder brought phenomenal growth to 

ca�le ranching and prosperity to Gunnison stockmen. But it came with a 

price—overgrazed grasslands devastation. Early conservationist and 

environmental philosopher John Muir struck a warning against man’s destructive 

folly. His message about forests applied equally to grasslands: 

 “Any fool can destroy trees,” Muir wrote. “They cannot run away; and if 

they could, they would still be destroyed—chased and hunted down as long as fun 

or a dollar could be got out of their bark hides. God has cared for these trees, saved 

them from drought, disease, avalanches and a thousand straining, leveling 

tempests and floods; but he cannot save them from fools—only Uncle Sam can do 

that.”
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 Reform and conservation-minded President Theodore Roosevelt addressed 

the issue in 1905 by establishing the Gunnison Forest Reserve and four other 

Colorado Reserves. Two years later the name Forest Reserve was changed to 

National Forest. Withdrawing the land from unrestricted public use and placing it 

under the management of the United States Department of Agriculture and its 

newly created Forest Service protected it from further exploitation.  

 The new government agency intended to accomplish its mission to “sustain 

healthy, diverse and productive forests and grasslands for present and future 

generations” with a multiple use program that made the land available for both 

economic and recreational users.

 The imposition of federal regulation ignited a firestorm of protest from 

Gunnison ranchers. Anger turned to fury in 1906 when the government 

implemented a grazing tax program requiring ca�lemen to pay from 25¢ to 35¢ per 

head during the regular season. But the national tide favoring natural resources 

management could not be stopped. The free range grazing days were over. When 

the U.S. Supreme Court upheld regulated grazing and timber management of the 

National Forests in 1911, much of the open hostility subsided.
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 In 1920 ranchers in the Spring Creek area, including Wilder valley, formed 

the Spring Creek Ca�le Growers’ Association. The organization dedicated itself to 

protecting “the interests of the members of this Association; to secure equitable and 

just legislation and grazing regulations; and to work in cooperation with the Forest 

Service in the protection and economical use of all products of the National Forest.”

 Bill Redden, who served as vice president, and the other association 

members, demonstrated their willingness to cooperate with the government on 

mutually advantageous projects. One such effort resulted in a range improvement 

agreement with the Forest Service in 1930. Both parties agreed, among other things, 

that eradication of larkspur, a native plant toxic to ca�le, was a good thing, and that 

Spring Creek ca�le wandering into other grazing allotments was a bad thing. The 

stockmen agreed to foot the bill for the eradication and for building “drift fences” to 

keep the ca�le in check.

 Ranchers were no less concerned about the well being of their families than 

they were about their herds. The inherent danger associated with agricultural work 

required vigilance. Working in close quarters with a 1,300-pound cow or any of the 

large ranch animals could be risky business. Large pieces of haying equipment with 

moving blades and sharp tines had their obvious hazards as well. One of the Roper 

children remembered their father didn’t want their mother or girls milking on the 

Taylor River ranch because the Jersey cows were unpredictable.

 Bi�er experience taught Roper caution with commonplace implements. One 

sister was missing a finger due to an accident with an axe, and another nearly lost 

her life at age six when a ski�ish horse ran off with her and threw her. She hit her 

head on a pile of rocks and was unconscious for three days.

 For run-of-the-mill injuries or illnesses, home remedies had to serve. When 

Al Roper came down with pneumonia, a neighbor mixed a concoction of whiskey, 

lemon juice and raw eggs that Mabel credited with saving her husband’s life. Then 

there was a Roper winter standby, recalled by one daughter who had memories of 

“Mama pouring sugar over onions to make syrup for our sore throats.” The castor 

oil prescribed in the Redden household lowered illness incidence in an unexpected 

way. Its nasty flavor taught daughter Maggie not to complain: “that way you 

wouldn’t have to take the castor oil. So it made us tough.”
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 A fever was treated with cold rags, and a chest cold with mustard plaster—a 

piece of cloth coated with a paste made by mixing flour, water and dry mustard. 

Science-based medicines may have been lacking, but there was no shortage of food. 

The Reddens kept potatoes from their three-acre patch in a root cellar along with 

apples and canned peaches, pears and cherries they purchased on summer buying 

trips to fruit orchards in Delta and Montrose.

 “We had a big garden,” said Mabel Roper, “and canned, made kraut, raised 

our own potatoes and sometimes had a few to sell. We’d butcher calves and trade 

the meat for groceries. Sometimes we would even get ahead, and they would owe us 

for groceries.”

 Money was scarce, so bartering was common. Harvesting what grew wild 

was another way to stretch budgets and conserve cash. Al Roper trapped 

grasshoppers in his hat and used them for bait to catch fish on the Taylor. Venison, 

however, was the family’s preferred food choice.

 

Wilder Deer
Photograph courtesy of Don Dunbar 
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 Trout and venison appeared frequently on the Redden menu, too, readily 

abundant and easily obtained. According to Maggie: “If you needed some meat, 

you stepped out to the back doorstep and shot one of those darn deer that was out 

there in the hay meadow. We always had venison. It seems strange. Dad raised beef, 

but we grew up eating venison.” 

 Paul Redden witnessed his father’s impressive angling forays on the Taylor: 

“I seen my dad go down and catch 40 fish in a couple of hours and think nothing of 

it. That’s what we ate. That was our meat in the summertime.” 

 The Utes side-stepped Taylor Canyon’s harsh winters by moving to a 

warmer climate, but the Ropers and Reddens faced them with careful preparation. 

That meant packing ranch sheds with cut, split and stacked wood. Al Roper would 

drive to a Crested Bu�e coal mine to fill his pickup bed with a ton of cooking and 

heating coal. The Reddens would take an autumn trip to Gunnison and come home 

with nearly a ton of flour, 500 pounds of sugar, and cases of canned food. Resupply 

during winter was rarely an option.

 

Taylor River Fishing

The Rich History 
64



 “When you got snowed in,” said Maggie, “you stayed snowed 

in—sometimes as early as Thanksgiving. And then you’d just have to stay home 

until March or April.”

 Cold weather stories are part of Roper family legend. One daughter 

remembered going to bed with a runny nose and waking up with it frozen to her 

pillow. When the mercury dipped to 56 degrees below zero, it inspired a new 

diversion. They would run outside and toss the dishwater as high as they could. On 

cold nights, it froze in the air.

 Holidays brought welcome relief to families marooned in winter monotony. 

Maggie remembered the Redden Thanksgiving with the aroma of roast pork filling 

their house, a rare treat. They kept only three or four pigs, but one always found its 

way to the table at that time of year.

 For pushing back winter darkness, Christmas cast the brightest light. It 

mobilized energy and creativity in the Roper family. The tree was decorated with 

popcorn and cranberry strings and real candles with clip-on holders. The children 

made paper chains with red and green construction paper stuck together with glue 

made from flour and water. They’d also cut cookie dough into shapes by hand to 

bake and hang on the tree. Gifts were handmade or remade. Al Roper made a 

playhouse out of a junk-car chassis with a cupboard, fold-down table and a play 

stove that provided hours of entertainment for his children.

  

 

The Elmer family purchased the cabin from Albert Roper. The young girl in the front is Alta Marie Dunbar, 

who was born in 1898 and died in 2002 at the age of 104. Her parents started Harmel’s Ranch Resort nearby

Photograph courtesy of Don Dunbar .
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 Al eventually found the financial strain of maintaining the Taylor River 

ranch and a house in Gunnison where his family stayed during the school year 

unsupportable. In 1929 he sold a portion of his ranch, 72.70 meadow acres, to Bill 

Redden for $7,000. Also in 1929 he sold the remainder of his land, mostly hillside 

acres, to the Elmer family. The Ropers moved to Gunnison, but working for others 

and living in town was not a good fit for Al Roper’s independent spirit. In 1931 he 

traded their house and $4,000 borrowed money for a ranch on the Gunnison River 

three miles south of Almont. Mabel had her reservations because the Depression 

was upon them.

 “It was such hard times and money was hard to come by,” said Evelyn 

Roper. “We never suffered hunger like some people, but there was no money for gas 

or books.”

 The market for farm stock eroded to give-away prices. Mabel recalled three 

big two-year-old heifers selling for a total of $100.

 Ge�ing by also meant remaking worn clothing. Mabel and her friends 

turned the task into a social event by organizing the Darnum Club for ladies in the 

community to gather and sew and mend together. The men did their part by 

hunting out of season to keep their families fed.

 When ca�le prices plummeted, Bill Redden countered with entrepreneurial 

initiatives. He landed a roadwork contract with the county to improve the Taylor 

River Road, County Road 742, from the ranch to Taylor Park.

 “I can remember my dad working on the road,” said Maggie. “He had a 

horse-drawn road grader that he hooked to two teams of horses.”

 Besides the grader, he also used scoops and slip scrapers to remove boulders 

and clear the road. He reaped his largest rewards, however, from tourism. The 

success of Elmer’s River Resort and the fact that Redden owned two miles of 

private, prime fly fishing riverfront inspired him to begin building additional 

tourist cabins along the Taylor in 1936.
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 The cabin interiors were spare—one large room with two beds at one end 

and privacy provided by a curtain strung on baling wire between beds and the rest 

of the room. They had a wood cook stove, icebox, table and chairs and an outhouse 

nearby. Water came from a community well. But the clientele didn’t seem to mind. 

Despite the cost—$1.50 per night—the cabins a�racted customers from Pueblo, 

Colorado Springs and Denver. Summer heat drove several Oklahoma families to 

the ranch, including Sue Caston Fol�’s, who rented a cabin beginning in 1938. Fol� 

said the men fished, and the women cooked. The limit at the time was 20 fish a day 

per license. There were also picnics, campfires and sing-a-longs in the evenings, and 

Sue remembered playing with the Redden children.

 “They used to build a big bonfire,” said Maggie, “and everyone would sit 

around it, drink beer and visit. My dad would go down there and hang out with 

them, and I played kick-the-can and hide-and-seek with the kids.”

 Some of the Oklahoma families that rented cabins for the summer booked a 

year in advance. When things got busy, Maggie said they rented Kate Redden’s 

homestead house and their bunkhouse if they didn’t have a hired hand living in it at 

the time. The business model included profitable tourist add-on sales from milk, 

  

 

Wilder Cabins - 1916
Photograph courtesy of Don Dunbar 
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 from milk, cream, bu�er and co�age cheese. They sold worms for 1¢ each and ice 

for 1¢ per pound. The ice was sawed into blocks from winter ponds and stored in a 

sawdust-insulated icehouse over the summer.

 Encouraged by the growing popularity of distant business, Redden spread 

the word locally with advertisements in the Gunnison News-Champion. A July 11, 

1940 ad featured a photograph of cozy cabins strung along the Taylor and copy 

aimed at the essentials: “REDDEN’S RANCH—2 Miles of Trout Fishing on Taylor 

River—6 Miles Northeast of Almont—Excellent Cabins” 

 The Taylor River canyon lost a portion of its isolation with the completion of 

the Taylor Park Dam and Reservoir, another “Taylor” Congressman Taylor project 

in 1937. Built and managed by the U. S. Bureau of Reclamation, the Reservoir 

controlled the seasonal fluctuations in the flow of the Taylor and Gunnison Rivers, 

particularly important for Uncompahgre Valley agriculture near Montrose.

 “Water was something the world can’t get along without,” said John Roper, 

“and the only way we could increase the amount of water available for ranching and 

farming was by saving the spring runoff.”

 When the construction crews cleared out at project’s end, they left an 

unimproved road through Taylor Canyon along the river. They also left a new 

tourist a�raction for boaters and fishermen. The Elmer family secured the 

reservoir’s boat dock concession, and in 1939 resort advertising noted the new 

recreational offering: “Nearest Resort to Taylor Reservoir—Lake Trolling Parties.” 

  It took another war in Europe to break the Depression, but the Reddens felt 

its effects and began to enjoy the benefits of an economic turnaround by 1940. They 

celebrated with the purchase of a new 1941 Plymouth. In 1942 the horses never left 

the barn when Bill Redden mowed his hay fields with a recently purchased tractor. 

The ranch house got upgrades as well. New hardwood floors in the living room 

replaced rough wood boards. Bathing became a more luxurious experience when 

the family’s first full-size bathtub made its appearance. Before that the family had 

bathed in a washtub in front of the kitchen stove.
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 There was more cause for celebration in 1942 when the Gunnison County 

Electric Association (GCEA) nonprofit cooperative threw the switch that delivered 

power to the Wilder valley. Made possible by the New Deal’s Rural Electrification 

Agency (REA), few objected to the intrusion of big government when it offered a 

helping hand that made hard times easier.

 “It was a pre�y drastic change,” said John Roper, who marveled at the new 

convenience of flipping a switch for light. “You didn’t have to carry a kerosene 

lantern from one room to another in order to have light in there.”

 The evenings immediately became more entertaining because you could 

play the radio as long as you liked. Before electric power, the Reddens doled out 

radio time in miserly portions using ba�eries that held a limited charge. The 

blessing of running water ended the laborious drudgery of hauling water from a 

hand-pumped well for cooking and washing. And not many tears were shed over 

the demise of the outdoor privy when indoor plumbing became available. 

 

 Even as life improved at home, a world in conflict since 1939 brought the 

storm to America on December 7, 1941 when Japan a�acked Pearl Harbor. Within 

two weeks of the Japanese raid, the REA’s Defense Commi�ee in Washington D.C. 

sent a telegram to the GCEA office in Crested Bu�e with the following advisory: 

“WAR MAKES IT NECESSARY TODAY FOR VOLUNTARY ANTI-SABOTAGE 

ARMED GUARDS FOR YOUR SUBSTATION.”

 Be�er understood was the necessity for shared sacrifice when the U.S. 

government introduced a program to ration scarce foods and commodities that had 

been diverted to support the troops. For those already living lean, the impact was 

less. War rationing barely made a blip on the Roper family radar screen—they’d 

been rationing for years.

 Because agriculture enjoyed essential war industry status, ranch families 

did not feel the full weight of conscription. Sons were needed to meet the demands 

of agricultural production. The draft board granted deferments to several ranch 

boys in Gunnison County, including Bill Redden’s oldest son, Tom. Al Roper, now 

63, no longer possessed the stamina needed to run his ranch without the assistance 

of his 19-year-old son, John. As the war dragged on, casualties mounted, and 

families felt the separation from their loved ones more keenly. John Roper certainly 

felt its sting.
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 “Tom Redden and I were looked down on,” John said, “a couple of strong 

farm boys who were not in the military. It was hard. The farm people understood, 

but nobody else really understood.” 

 By the end of the war in 1945, economic recovery was already underway. It 

would gather momentum in the postwar years and accelerate the pace of change 

along the Taylor River. The impact of new ownership in the Wilder valley, however, 

would not alter the principal sources of livelihood. Ranching and tourism 

continued to thrive. Still modernity brought an end to an era. The hardscrabble 

lifestyle of those who pioneered the valley had passed. What it meant survives in 

the memories of those whose lives were shaped by the experience.

 “It’s what people today would consider a tough life,” said Maggie, reflecting 

on the Redden years at Wilder, “but we had a good life.”
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“The American people are in the pleasant predicament of having 

to learn to live 50 percent be�er than they ever have before.”

               —Fred M.Vinson, 

U.S. Director of War 

Mobilization and Reconversion



Chapter 7

The second world war formally ended on September 2, 1945 when the 

Japanese signed the Instrument of Surrender aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo 

Bay. At the close of the 20-minute ceremony, it was reported that the sun burst 

through low-hanging clouds. An auspicious omen, perhaps, for what the 

restoration of peace held for America. Certainly the country’s economic prospects 

presented a brightly-lit future. One of its ripples found Al Roper, who used the 

financial windfall to splurge on a previously una�ainable big-ticket purchase—a 

1946 Oldsmobile.

 Bill Redden imagined a larger future for his family. Beef prices were up and 

likely to stay there for some time, but the Redden ranch had no capacity for 

expansion. It was time to sell. Samuel Wolfe bought the property in 1946. Proceeds 

from the sale enabled Redden to acquire a 2,000-acre ranch on Ohio Creek. A few 

years later, he increased his holdings with the addition of a second ranch. Eldest 

sons Tom and Wilbur took over their ownership and operation following Bill 

Redden’s death in 1964. 

 

Sam Wolfe sought a future of his own choosing. Recent World War II military 

service had reinforced his loathing for authority. His stepson, Swain Wolfe, wrote 

in a memoir that Sam “wanted to create a life for himself that was as independent as 

possible.” Ranching on the Taylor offered that autonomy. What the 27-year-old war 

vet lacked in experience he made up for in persistence, physical stamina and 

mechanical ability. He adapted easily to the ranch culture of the era. If something 

broke, he fixed it. Wolfe spent countless hours in his repair shop and over a forge. 

What he couldn’t figure out on his own, he learned from others. Roy “Sandy” 

Dunbar, the former teamster turned rancher who owned a hay and ca�le property 

about four miles below Wilder, became a friend who generously shared his 

ranching knowledge. The two men’s service as officers of the Spring Creek Ca�le 

Growers’ Association (SCCGA)—Dunbar as president and Wolfe as 

secretary/treasurer—strengthened their bond. 
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 The country as a whole was living be�er and eating be�er. A prospering 

middle class indulged its seemingly insatiable appetite for meat, and the American 

Meat Institute furnished the statistic to prove it: “In 1947 the average American ate 

meat five out of seven nights a week.” Demand for beef was high, but ranch hands 

were scarce, as the SCCGA discovered in 1948. Advertisements for the job of range 

rider—responsible for day-to-day management of ca�le grazing on the summer 

range—went unanswered. The ca�lemen determined that high wages in other lines 

of work were the culprit.

 Former Gunnison National Forest Rangeland Management Specialist Mark 

Hatcher, who witnessed his share of boom times and their impact on ranch workers, 

posed the rhetorical question: “If they can pound nails for eight hours a day at 20 

bucks an hour, why would they work 14 hours a day and get paid half as much?” 

captured the fancy of those with a taste for adventure in the hard-to-reach Colorado 

high country.

 Ranchers objected, however, when fragile grasslands, parks and meadows 

suffered the consequences of “jeepers” bent on displaying the cross-country 

capabilities of their mechanical marvels. In a 1949 SCCGA meeting, ca�lemen 

reported that “jeeps had gone all over the Spring Creek country last year,” and they 

recommended National Forest officials enact restrictions “or severe erosion will 

result.”  
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Ranchers also had to contend with a 

motorized invasive species that threat-

ened rangeland. Army surplus jeeps 

could be heard grinding gears as their 

drivers explored Spring Creek’s upper 

elevation terrain. The four-wheel-drive 

utility vehicle had become the GI’s best 

friend during the war, earning iconic 

status for its versatility and depend-

ability. Despite the hype, civilian models 

failed to make inroads in the agricultural 

sector. On the other hand, enthusiastic 

acceptance came from those who 

discovered jeeps were fun. Recreation-

h u n g r y  A m e r i c a n s  e n j o y i n g  a n 

unprecedented uptick in disposable 

income carved out a small but potent 

market for the former ba�le buggy that





 One of the challenges facing ranchers in 1949 was of their own making. 

Stockmen at the annual SCCGA meeting reevaluated their traditional coyote 

elimination policy. Successful reduction in the coyote population came with 

unintended consequences—an increase in prairie dogs that found themselves with 

fewer predators. Classified by the Colorado Department of Agriculture as a 

“destructive rodent pest,” the animals lived in colonies of closely spaced burrows 

barren of surrounding grassland. Their destructive landscaping meant greatly 

reduced hay meadow yields. 

 Wolfe’s personal life took an abrupt turn when he married in 1949. Sam met 

his future wife, Lynne, while she and her two young children lived at a small resort 

on Spring Creek. Swain, who later took his stepfather’s last name, was 10 when his 

family moved to the ranch on Taylor River. In a memoir, The Boy Who Invented 

Skiing, the section about life in Taylor Canyon described a world of “mountains and 

rivers and animals” that left vivid remembrances—recalled through the eyes of a 

boy who paid a�ention. 

 

 Swain’s evolution as a fisherman on the Taylor began with worms he kept in 

a Prince Albert tobacco can. His interest shifted to fly fishing, and, with Sam’s help, 

he learned “to tie flies with fur, feathers, silk thread, willow co�on and yellow 

lichen.” As it happened, his fanciful creations—“red-green bugger bugs, fuzzies, 

yellow bombers and blue zingers”—scared the fish. Angry at first over the rejection, 

he had to face facts: “If I’d had to depend on what I caught on those flies, I’d have 

starved to death eating my own ego.” He swallowed the affront and then studied 

what interested the fish. Swain caught freshly hatched bugs and used them as 

models. Through trial and error, he slowly began catching trout with his hand-tied 

flies. The accomplishment brought another discovery.

 “Worms,” he decided, “were separated from the lower depths of fishing hell 

only by salmon egg chummers.  At age 10, I became a fly-fishing snob.” 

.
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 For drama nothing could compete with branding in the high country. 

Spring Creek ranchers rounded up their summer-grazed herds in the fall and 

branded the late calves before bringing them down.

 Swain said rope and drag branding was “chaotic and crazy and dusty and 

hot.” With the roped animal on the ground, Swain’s job was to grab the back feet and 

stretch them out so the calf could be castrated and branded.

 All the while, a carnival of chaos swirled around him: “Bawling cows and 

calves, bellowing bulls … cowboys chasing half-grown calves through campfires, 

sca�ering orange-hot branding irons, horses bucking, notched ears … and old 

thick-chested Sandy Dunbar, riding his wide-eyed mare between charging bulls, 

cracking a rawhide whip and bellowing louder than the bulls. I don’t think that 

happens anymore. When ranching went big-time, all that enthusiasm had the life 

sucked out of it by holding companies and feed lots.”

 Fall was also the season for selling steers—the males that had been 

neutered—and cows that had at least one calf and were no longer producing. Those 

that remained over the winter relied on the ranch’s hay crop, usually harvested in 

August. 

 Swain considered it his good fortune to have witnessed the end of an era 

before the internal combustion engine replaced horses on Taylor River ranches.

“With a li�le guidance from Sam,” he wrote, “I learned to operate every horse-

drawn machine we had. We cut and stacked hay in two large fields separated by the 

lane that ran from the house and barns down to the river.”

 Sam resisted allowing Swain to operate the mower until a campaign of 

pestering finally won out. It was the ranch’s most dangerous piece of equipment.

“If a team got buggy,” said Swain, “you had your hands full. On my left was the 

sickle blade, skimming along the ground, slicing everything in its path—hay, 

weeds, bunnies, birds and snakes—or me, if I fell off.”

 Taking the danger in stride, Swain remembered haying as “a season of 

delights” the memory of which still enchanted him: “warm air, men laughing, and 

the odor of horses and fresh-cut hay—a secure cocoon for a boy.” 
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 Defense of what had been won during the haying season aroused Sam’s 

protective instincts and pitiless determination. One winter he declared war on a 

small elk herd caught making early morning raids on his hay stacks. First he built an 

eight-foot fence out of long skinny poles, which failed. After the elk broke through 

the barrier, ate their fill and left, the ca�le took their turn. Next Sam tried scaring the 

elk with a shotgun fired in the air. When that proved ineffective, the state fish and 

game office gave him fireworks. Still the thefts continued. Frustrated and at a loss 

for other options, he picked up his rifle, tracked the offenders up the hillside, and 

killed five of the six animals. 

 The elk destruction was unpleasant business, but it was business. It didn’t 

effect Sam’s regard for the natural world.

 “Sometimes,” said Swain, “I would catch him looking at something and 

smiling to himself. It might be hoarfrost on the willows along the river or a red-

tailed hawk hanging in the sky.”

 Explanations about how the world worked came easily. Swain said Sam 

enjoyed the role of instructor whether explaining a rock formation or why one kind 

of grass had taken over a particular draw. Swain also found his own connection to 

nature, initially as a refuge from a house in turmoil, and then because it engaged his 

deepest interest. Insecure and mistrustful of a world that she felt betrayed her, 

Lynne’s jealousy of what she imagined were Sam’s flirtations and infidelities 

enraged her. Their fights turned bi�er and abusive. While Swain and his younger 

sister, Vicki, hunkered in bunk beds behind a curtain on a wire, in the opposite 

corner of the cabin, his mother and Sam fought violently.

 Disappearing into the outdoors was Swain’s best escape. On weekends after 

chores, he would saddle his horse, Joe, and ride into the foothills.

 “Joe and I would go into the mountains or explore the banks of the river for 

signs of beaver and muskrat, for deer and bear and the unexpected. If we were slow 

and quiet, we would see things we’d never seen before.

 Once it was mountain lion tracks. They followed a big cat chasing a deer in 

crusty snow. Swain found Rarick Gulch fascinating. The spring-fed Taylor tributary 

flowed for two or three miles on the hillside above his Wilder ranch house.
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 “After days and weeks of walking and wading and fishing Rarick, falling 

asleep on its banks, staring into the rising, rolling water, studying the trout idling in 

pools amid tree roots deep underwater, it became my creek,” Swain wrote. “I was 

immersed in the motion, shape, color and odor of the creek. I was the ultimate 

nature kid for no other reason than I got lost in its details.”

 There were fewer avenues of escape for Swain at night when Sam and Lynne 

fought their royal ba�les. He would hide with his books, either in the barn or the 

outhouse, and read by lantern. The relationship became increasingly acrimonious. 

After one fury-ridden evening when it looked like his parents were ready to reach 

for the guns, the terrified boy got up in the middle of the night, went to the closet in 

his pajamas, felt around in the dark for the two rifles, and quietly removed the 

bullets. He returned the bullets to the cartridge box and hid it under his sister’s 

ma�ress. Shortly after that episode, Lynne and the kids moved to Montana. A 

cooling off period allowed the couple to reconcile, and Sam agreed to sell the ranch 

and join them.
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“Cass had always wanted to live on that ranch, even when he was a 

li�le kid. While we was up there, we got stopped by bighorn sheep 

in the road, and that just did it for my husband.”

—Anita Leonard 

managed Wilder ranch with her husband, Cass 

from 1953 until retiring in 1995

             



Chapter 8

 Before a buyer could be found, Sam Wolfe put the ranch up for lease in 1953. 

Cass and Anita Leonard, who worked a nearby ca�le spread, drove over to take a 

look. Cass had grown up on a homestead ranch near Doyleville, Colorado, 20 miles 

east of Gunnison. He knew the country and liked what he saw on the Taylor 

River—land that was remote and still wild.

 Ten days later the couple and their two children Ron, six, and Kerry, four, 

moved into the ranch house. Living in country that wasn’t flat required an 

adjustment for Anita, but rural hardship was all too familiar. She had grown up in 

Texas near Abilene, the child of co�on farmers parched by poverty as brutal as the 

West Texas sun. The weather occasionally unleashed savage surprises. At age four 

Anita remembers a violent hailstorm “beat the garden to shreds … killed the 

chickens, and tore the roof off our house.” The hardscrabble life toughened her. She 

gained a reputation by age seven as a “whirlwind and spitfire” quick to resist 

mistreatment. She rode a Shetland pony named Popcorn to school, and, after bullies 

harassed her by holding her horse, she trained Popcorn to bite.

 “He lifted one kid off the ground, and I didn’t have any more problems with 

him! If I laid my hand on Popcorn’s rump, he would kick with both hind legs,” Anita 

said.

 But there was no remedy for what Depression-era farm products paid. 

They’d take 12 dozen eggs to town to sell on Saturdays and get only $1.50 to spend 

on groceries. Labor didn’t pay much be�er. In the fall women and children picked 

co�on to earn money for school clothes. Anita remembered earning $9 one season. 

By age 12 Anita had learned how to handle the sewing machine and make dinner 

while her parents worked in the fields.

 “If Daddy killed me a fryer, I would dress it and cook it for their dinner,” she 

remembered. “Without Mother’s supervision, the only meal I could make was fried 

chicken, biscuits and gravy, and chocolate pudding.”
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Anita & Cass Leonard

1985 just after they moved from the ranch.

Photograph Courtesy of Sheri Leonard



 When Anita was 16, her family moved to Colorado and bought a ranch near 

Doyleville. Three years later, in 1946, she met Cass Leonard, a returning war vet, 

and knew “he was the right one the first time I saw him, and we were married three 

months later.” When Cass began working for a Gunnison stockman, Anita’s 

lifestyle improved.

 “I never lived where there was water or electricity in the house until we 

started to work for Tom Field in 1947,” she said. “I went down to the second-hand 

store and bought an electric washing machine. I paid $50 for it. Cass was only 

making $60 a month.”

 Life on the Taylor began well for the Leonards. At the end of their first 

growing season, the hay stood taller than Anita. A big crop, however, did not 

improve their overall financial capacity. Sam Wolfe’s offer to sell them the property 

for $85,000 exceeded their means. Instead Elsinore Ca�le Company purchased the 

ranch in 1954 and asked Cass to manage its operation. It was a good arrangement as 

it turned out for Cass and Anita. They lived their ranching dream for 34 debt-free 

years and avoided the downside when the ranch failed to make a profit.

 The history of Elsinore Ca�le Company is the story of Edwin W. Giddings 

and William O. Lennox, two Colorado Springs businessmen who formed a 

partnership and wagered an investment on the 1890s Cripple Creek gold mining 

boom. Although the history of Colorado mining abounded with failure and 

disappointment, they defied the odds and struck it rich. The partnership continued 

as the men expanded their portfolio to pursue other profitable ventures. In the early 

1900s, the story is told, when passage of the federal income tax appeared likely, they 

bought a ca�le ranch to secure tax deductions. Located near Fort Stockton in West 

Texas, Elsinore was a good-sized spread even by Texas standards, over 200,000 

acres. Supporting ca�le on the waterless, drought-prone region’s sparse vegetation 

required immense acreage. 
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 Giddings and Lennox continued their business and personal friendship 

over the years, as did their proliferating descendants. By the early 1950s, when the 

number of shareholders had grown to 40, the managers came up with a way to 

counter the ca�le operation’s arid location: buy a Colorado ranch with abundant 

water and good forage, ship in Texas yearlings, graze the ca�le over the summer, 

and sell them in the fall. The weight gain, they believed, would offset expenses and 

turn a profit. 

 Elsinore agreed to pay Cass $475 a month plus one cow a year, use of the 

house, utilities and fuel. The Leonards, like many farm families, stretched their 

dollars by adding dairy cows and selling extra milk and cream to neighbors. They 

also raised chickens and pigs. Anita sewed most of the family’s clothes, including 

Ca�lemen’s Days matching western outfits for herself and daughters, Kerry and the 

youngest, Sheri, born in 1960. As for potential problems associated with multiple 

owners, Cass resolved that issue early on when he told them: “You guys decide 

who’s going to be boss, and I’ll work under him, but I’m not working under 40.” 

 

 The Leonards ran the ranch as if it was their own. All management decisions 

rested with Cass.

 “Didn’t ma�er who owned the place,” said Gregg Thatcher, a shareholder 

who worked as a summer ranch hand. “Cass was the man in charge. If you had any 

questions, ask him.”

 Gregg, born in 1966, was the second generation to take ranching instruction 

from Cass. His father, Darryl Thatcher, was in high school when Elsinore bought the 

ranch at Wilder. Darryl and his cousin Bruce Jansson worked there one summer.

 “We repaired barbed wire fences high up in the mountains,” said Bruce. “I 

was probably 14 or 15. We helped Cass bring in the hay every summer for at least 

four or five years.”
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 Bruce lived in Ohio, but Darryl lived in Colorado Springs and took 

advantage of the closer proximity to spend one or two weeks helping the range rider 

during summer grazing.

 “We had a cabin way up on Spring Creek called the line cabin,” said Darryl, 

“and we had a pot-bellied stove and a couple of bunks and a horse corral, and that’s 

where we lived.”

 As they moved the herd to prevent overgrazing, the riders occasionally 

found dead steers. Mountain lions accounted for some, but Darryl thought 

electrical storms may have taken a larger toll. Twenty-seven years later Gregg 

Thatcher, like his dad, spent several summers working for Cass as a cowhand. His 

passion for horsemanship began early, riding confidently at the ranch by age six. 

The family’s affluent lifestyle enabled Gregg to indulge his enthusiasm for the sport 

at the finest venues available. 

 His Colorado Springs prep school offered an outstanding equestrian 

program with 90 horses for 250 kids. The summer trail led to Big Spring Ranch—a 

summer camp dedicated to the philosophy that one of the best ways to connect with 

nature was by horse. By the time Gregg saddled up as an Elsinore summer ranch 

hand, he was ready for adventure and instruction. 
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Wilder Haying

Photograph courtesy of Don Dunbar 





 Gregg learned the fundamentals of branding. He also discovered the 

frustrating delays associated with haying: equipment breaking, running to town for 

parts, making repairs, waiting for the rain to stop, then waiting some more for the 

hay to dry. When everything was clicking, the baler left nice, neat rows of 60-pound 

bundles to be picked up by Gregg.

 Most of the owner families preferred traditional recreation rather than 

cowboying around with Cass. They expanded their riverside accommodations by 

converting the eight riverside tourist cabins into four, joining two cabins together 

with a connecting hall. Even with the added space and other remodeling upgrades, 

Bruce Jansson remembered them as “amazingly rustic and simple, but that made it 

all the more fun as far as I was concerned.” The simplicity of the structures meshed 

well with their surroundings—an unadorned natural world and unrestricted 

opportunities for its exploration.

 “Fishing, hiking, being outdoors in that beautiful country is what I 

remember most. Living right on the river was such an astonishing experience,” 

Bruce recalled.

 “Nature and the outdoors are very important to me,” said cousin Pam 

Thatcher Marsh, who was introduced to Elsinore at age 10. “This is the place where I 

learned to love nature.” 

 Wildlife encounters often reinforced those connections. Gregg found one 

while concealed in the woods early one morning hoping for a glimpse of elk and 

saw a herd of a hundred come out of the trees and head to the river to get a drink. 

Not all animals were considered benign. Gregg had no qualms about dropping the 

hammer on varmints the ranch found troublesome. As a young teen, he made a 

pre�y good living one summer dispatching prairie dogs at a dollar a tail. His 

weapon of choice was a Daisy pump pellet gun, modified with a four-power scope.

 At a younger age, his amusements were less lethal. The ranch’s irrigation 

ditch required endless hours of exploration, and it made a pre�y good swimming 

hole. One memorable weekend he and his cousins built a raft and played 

Huckleberry Finn. The summer fun agenda also included farm chores. Anita had 

fond memories of her children entertaining the city kids.

.
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 “Kerry showed them how to call in the milk cows from the pasture so they 

would come to the barn to be fed and milked. After that was done, she showed them 

how to use a milk separator to separate the cream,” Anita remembered. “They also 

loved helping her feed the chickens and gather eggs. Since they lived in the city, 

these were all fun adventures for them, but everyday chores for us.”

 Bruce Jansson and his family made most of their scenic wilderness 

discoveries on foot. Bruce remembers his parents as big hikers who had a map of the 

national forest on the wall with a pin in every trail the family hiked.  “By the time I 

got to college,” Bruce said, “we’d been on virtually every trail, including the West 

Elk Wilderness.”

 Led by an adventurous mother, ghost town exploration ranked high among 

their other favorite family activities. The Janssons spent one summer prospecting 

for uranium. When their Geiger counter-like device signaled a discovery, they 

brought in an expert who said it was not uranium.

 “But that got us out in the mountains. It was an amazing experience for kids 

who grew up in northern Ohio,” Bruce said. 

 Adventure at higher elevations for the Thatchers was motorized. They were 

dedicated jeepers. As a teenager licensed to drive, Darryl got his off-road initiation 

with a relic from the past—a World War II Jeep. Later they had an International 

Scout to explore the high country. Scenic mountain slopes never failed to entice the 

Leonards into their four-wheeler when a lull in ranch work permi�ed a day of 

downtime.

 “We all loved to go jeeping,” said Anita. “We loved taking picnics up in the 

mountains, fishing, cooking our catch over a campfire, playing cards and dancing.”  

Off road family fun was what Kerry always requested when her birthday rolled 

around: “That was my favorite thing to do: go jeep riding, fishing, build a campfire 

and make cowboy coffee.” 

 Not surprisingly fishing captured the greatest interest among owners who 

spent time on the Taylor. Bruce admi�ed his family learned the sport from the 

Thatchers who were all expert fishermen. Gregg Thatcher lured trout with the more 

challenging dry flies, watching them rise to the top of the water and snatch the fly at 

the surface.
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“The biggest one I ever caught,” said Gregg, “was probably 21 inches. I actually kept that 

one. We smoked it.” 

 The shareholders who vacationed at Elsinore were part of an expanding 

tourism industry that grew about 10 percent annually during the 1950s. And, like 

the Janssons who piled into their station wagon each summer to make the journey 

from Ohio, most came by car. One 1956 study found that more than 89 percent of 

tourists came to Colorado by automobile. New highways kept pace with the growth 

and paved the way to more destinations on be�er surfaces. It also altered the way 

freight moved as the trucking industry made inroads on what formerly traveled by 

rail. Ca�le trucks brought the yearlings from Texas to Elsinore and hauled them to 

stockyards or feedlots when they were sold. Gunnison train traffic took a larger hit 

from falling coal production. As the postwar demand for oil and gas surged, the 

market for coal plummeted. Unable to compete the Crested Bu�e mine closed in 

1952. With the loss of its most important customer, the Denver and Rio Grande 

Railroad immediately closed the line. Train service to Gunnison ended in 1954.

.
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“Get out and enjoy your vacation the way it was meant to be 

experienced—in nature!”

—Taylor Park Trading Post

             



Chapter 9

 Cool summer weather, spectacular fishing and wild, scenic landscapes 

continued to work their spell on Taylor River tourists. Among them were those who 

yearned for something more than visitor status. They wanted to own a piece of the 

action. In 1946 the sale of Elmer’s Ranch Resort, adjacent to the Wilder valley, 

opened an opportunity. The Elmers understood the resort required a major 

renovation, but the prospect of massive debt was daunting. They opted to sell, move 

to Gunnison, purchase a motel, and put their name up in neon: Elmer’s Gem Motel. 

While on a Taylor River fishing trip in 1959, Bud Harmel stopped at the resort and 

inquired about property for sale. When the owners told him the ranch was on the 

market, Bud and his wife, Ota, bought it.

 The Harmels sold their car dealership in Arkansas and made the move. They 

soon realized the management required younger hands, and offered daughter Jody 

and son-in-law Bill Roberts a half interest in Harmel’s Ranch Resort if they agreed to 

run it. For Bill it meant leaving the good life as a petroleum company executive in 

Calgary Canada, but the couple accepted the challenge and moved in 1963 with 

their two young sons, Brad and Steve. Second thoughts set in when they drove 

through the ranch gate to find a rundown facility. But doubt faded as they got to 

work. By 1966 Harmel’s had a swimming pool and the Hitching Post Lodge, an 

eight-unit accommodation that served guests meals in a new dining room. They 

opened a small store that sold fishing tackle, milk and bread. A stable of horses 

offered trail rides and West Elk Wilderness pack trips.

 The Roberts’ clientele hailed mostly from Fort Worth, Dallas and Houston. 

Many were retired, and several rented cabins for three months. Business was good 

and the future prospects sufficiently a�ractive to steer Brad and Steve toward hotel 

and restaurant management degrees from the University of Denver. The boys 

assumed larger management roles and expanded the resort’s amenities and 

accommodations. When asked if it was a good investment, Bill, now retired and 

living in Hawaii, laughed: “No it’s never been a good investment. It’s a way of life. 
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 You never made a lot of money off of dude ranching. You’re only open for 

four months. The rest of the year you’re staring at snowdrifts and doing repairs. It 

was a lot of work and a lot of fun.”

 At Almont, seven miles south of Harmel’s, pressure mounted from those 

who felt the lure of living where tourists played. John and Fiona Bri�ain sold the 

Almont Resort in 1945. Three years later Donald Gordon and his wife bought the 

property and owned it until 1968. Enticed by development dollars, the Gordons 

sold lots along the East River. They employed a conservative, sensitive 

development strategy. Sales were restricted to frequent patrons of the lodge. Other 

requirements included one-story log construction and a rustic design.

 Meanwhile the Taylor River Resort on the east side of the Taylor remained 

under continuous homestead family ownership until 1978 when Forrest and Thora 

Belle Salisbury Cranor sold the property to Fred and Janet Pearle. The new owners 

adopted a new name—Three Rivers Resort—and a new development strategy 

described by one historian as “uncontrolled growth.” In addition to the 15 rustic 

cabins, the Pearles added accommodation for 50 recreational vehicle and 31 mobile 

home campsites with utilities. Area residents objected to the expansion and delayed 

its implementation. 

 Taylor Park, 20 miles above Almont, took longer to feel the impact of 

tourism. Hampered by difficult access and extreme cold weather conditions, few 

braved the unwelcoming environment. Taylor Park Reservoir and its tributaries 

offered an abundance of excellent fishing, but only those with an intrepid spirit 

a�empted the 13-mile stretch of unimproved Forest Service road through Taylor 

Canyon to reach them. One driver who faced the challenge in 1952 claimed it was 

li�le be�er than a wagon trail, the surface studded with deep ruts and mud holes, 

narrow enough in places for tree branches to brush both sides of the car. 
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 The visual payoff, however, was spectacular. A vast expanse encompassed 

the reservoir with streams, meadows, sagebrush, spruce, fir and aspen against a 

background of snow-tipped high peaks. Sherman Cranor bewitched by what he 

saw when he first viewed the panorama in 1939, dedicated the rest of his life to 

building a rustic resort there to share the magic. In 1940 he purchased 480 acres not 

far from the reservoir. He named it Colorado Dream Ranch. In 1941 he married 

Edna Hassel who shared the dream. They agreed the future lay in tourism and built 

at least one new cabin a year. The list of services grew to meet postwar demand 

starting with gasoline pumps in 1947. Next they put in a store—Taylor Park Trading 

Post—and in 1948 the Nugget Café. By 1953 overnight guests had their choice of 12 

cabins. Telephone service arrived in 1973, and, before Taylor Park made it on the 

power grid in 1974, two military surplus generators were called back into service to 

meet some of the Trading Post’s electricity requirements. A paved road improved 

access to the park in the early 1980s. In more recent years, fishing lost its supremacy, 

pushed aside as ATVing, dirt-biking and jeeping took the recreational top rung. 

Business flourished. The Taylor Park Trading Post dream continued to grow, and, 

by 2013, a second generation of Cranors operated the resort with 33 cabins and 67 

RV full-hookup sites. 

 At Elsinore it was the influx of Texas ca�le rather than tourists that brought 

the ranch to peak capacity. The task of branding 600 to 800 steers that arrived each 

spring required extra hands. Cass solved the problem by scheduling the work on 

Memorial Day Weekend.

 “Branding was a big event,” said Ron Leonard. “Everyone helped, all of our 

family, women, kids, some owners, and lots of friends. Dad and I did all the 

branding, castrating and dehorning while others kept the pens full, ran the chutes, 

pushed in the steers and vaccinated.”

 Anita shared the grueling workload. She began early by preparing a big 

rancher’s breakfast eggs, bacon, sausage, biscuits and white gravy affec-tionately 

called “Texas Syrup” by Cass in honor of Anita’s Lone Star heritage. She helped 

brand until 11 a.m., then hurried back to the house and prepared lunch for 20 or 

more, cleaned dishes, then went back for more branding.
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 “I pre�y much enjoyed all of it,” said daughter Sheri, a self-confessed 

tomboy. “That may sound a li�le crazy because branding is smelly and dirty. I loved 

it. I miss it to this day.”

 After branding Cass assembled another group of volunteers to drive the 

ca�le to summer pasture. Ron remembered riding drag, following the herd, 

pushing stragglers, as the ca�le slowly made their way up Spring Creek road. He 

kept one eye on the steers and another on motorists behind him. Most were patient, 

but every so often a driver got rambunctious. He recalled one aggressive motorist 

who unleashed a loud tirade, hollering, “I don’t have time for this!” Then the driver 

escalated the encounter and picked on a bull to register his frustration.  “He took his 

car and hit the back of the bull. He hit him a couple of times. Pre�y soon the bull 

turned around and stuck a horn right through his radiator, and it started spewing 

steam,” Cass said.

 When the man got out of the car with a machete, Cass and a few other 

cowboys took their ropes and told him they’d tie him up if he didn’t get back in his 

car, which he did.
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Photograph courtesy of Sheri Leonard



bit harder. Finally, the guy 

said, ‘J. P. Spears, sir.’ and 

Dad said, ‘Oh, it’s nice to meet 

you. This is why we closed 

your gate, but we will repair 

your fence.’ And the guy said, 

‘Go ahead and have a good 

day.”  Anita didn’t have 

trouble with assertiveness 

either when the occasion 

warranted. One autumn day 

while Cass was gone, three 

h u n t e r s  d r o v e  u p  a n d 

approached the ranch house 

carrying rifles. When 
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 Cass applied the same calm but assertive approach to defuse another 

hothead, this time an irate homeowner along the road. The night before the ca�le 

would pass the houses, Cass made sure all the gates were closed. One of the owners 

got back late and left his gate open. Sure enough, about 20 animals pushed into the 

yard and bunched up in front of a wire fence unable to join the herd. Sheri 

remembered what Cass did next. He told a ranch hand to cut the fence and let them 

out, and said they would come back and fix the fence later.

 “About that time the owner came out, and, oh boy, he was hot. Dad leaned 

down, stuck out his hand and said, ‘Cass Leonard. What’s your name?’ The man 

shook his hand and said J. P. Spears. He said it real fast. The whole time Dad’s 

shaking the guy’s hand, and he squeezed a li�le harder and said, ‘What was that 

again?’ I think he did it about six times, and each time Dad squeezed his hand a li�le 

 

Cass Leonard at Spring Creek

after taking the ca�le up to the high meadow.

Photograph courteous of Sheri Leonard



Anita stepped outside, they asked if they could hunt on the property. She told them, 

no, but they kept on badgering. As they were talking, Anita reached down and held 

the collar of the family’s dog, a blue heeler trained to chase down coyotes. One of the 

men eyeing the dog nervously asked if her dog bit. Anita said, “Not unless I tell him 

to,” and laid her hand on his back. “He just went bonkers when you did that. And 

they said, ‘Well, I guess we’ll be going.”

 The questions greenhorn hunters came up with were mainly humorous 

rather than intimidating. Ron and his wife, Connie, who lived at Elsinore for several 

years, remembered being asked by hunters who came to the door, “Where can we 

find the elk?” Connie held her tongue, but always wanted to say, “Two miles down, 

turn left. Can’t miss ‘em.” Ron fielded a puzzler from a novice who wanted to know 

“at what elevation do the deer turn into elk?” And then you had the stories about 

hunters who parked in front of “deer crossing” signs and waited to collect their 

limit. 

 Wildlife from the surrounding National Forest often wandered the ranch. 

One visitor that stirred some excitement arrived near the Leonard doorstep when 

five-year-old Sheri was playing in the backyard. She recalled running inside the 

house and announcing her discovery that there was a big ki�y outside. “Dad came 

out and about fainted when he saw it was a mountain lion,” she remembered. Cass 

got his rifle and fired a shot to scare it off into the trees. 

 A youngster’s inclination to find animal friends everywhere was 

understandable but ill-advised for “pets” destined for the dinner table. Sheri’s older 

sister, Kerry, learned a painful lesson about that boundary when it came time to kill 

several chickens she had raised.

 “They were my friends. I would beg Mom, ‘No, don’t kill my friends!’ But 

Mom would say, ‘Okay, now you’ve go�a toughen up. You’re a rancher’s daughter.’ 

I said, ‘I know, I know, but I named them.’ ‘Well, you shouldn’t name them,’ Mom 

said. So that was hard.” 
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 Ranching for the Leonards included a strong connection to community. It 

engaged their participation and leadership across a spectrum of activities. Even a 

cursory rundown of the ranch manager’s resume supported Bruce Jansson’s 

observation that “Cass was deeply embedded in the Gunnison culture.” He held 

active memberships in the Colorado Ca�lemen’s Association and its affiliate, the 

Gunnison County Stockgrowers’ Association for 20 years, and served as president 

of both. The Gunnison Chamber of Commerce named Cass Rancher of the Year in 

1978. He devoted the largest amount of his volunteer work to Ca�lemen’s Days, 

described by one writer as “the Gunnison Country’s ode to agriculture and the 

Western way of life.” A member for 43 years, he also served as racing chairman, 

racing judge, director and president. In 1993, the year of Cass Leonard’s death, a 

memorial was installed at the entrance to the County Fair and Rodeo grounds. The 

plaque at the site reads in part: “FOR HIS LOVE OF AND DEDICATION TO 

RANCHING, RODEO, YOUTH AND THE GUNNISON VALLEY.” 
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1988 Newspaper Clipping "The Three Granddaddies of Ca�lemen's Days”
Cass Leonard is circled in white.  

Ca�lemen’s Days - July 13-17, 1988





 Anita’s community contributions complemented her husband’s. She served 

as Ca�lemen’s Days racing secretary for 20 years. When the children joined 4-H, 

Anita signed up, too, as a volunteer. Later, she led All Thumbs and Li�le Crumbs, a 

girls’ 4-H club oriented toward sewing and cooking. Volunteer service with a beef 

promotion organization, the Gunnison Valley Cowbelles, later changed to 

Ca�leWomen, stoked Anita’s activist spirit. During her two-year presidency in the 

mid-1970s, she encouraged women to step out from behind traditional roles.

 By that time the women’s liberation movement had influenced new 

a�itudes toward gender equality, and media a�ention publicized the message 

nationally. Although far from radical, Anita’s call for greater women’s participation 

carried a hint of the zeitgeist: “Cowbelles give the ranch woman something positive 

to do in promoting the ca�le industry and proves to her that she doesn’t need to stay 

in the kitchen.” In 1978 the Gunnison Chamber of Commerce recognized her with 

an award: Gunnison County Master Farm Homemaker. 

 The Leonard kids took their 4-H work seriously. Ron raised 10 calves for 4-H 

projects and struck gold twice as grand champion and reserve champion. Kerry 

raised calves, too, but it was a chore rather than labor of love. She followed the 

drill—“comb them, brush them, halter them, walk them, and try to get them ready 

for the 4-H show in July”—but her high school interests lay elsewhere.

 “I wanted to have long fingernails and be prissy. It kind of takes you down a 

notch when you have to go milk a cow and mix grain and feed your 4-H steer,” 

Kerry said.  Sheri enjoyed the recognition that came from serving as a rodeo 

ushere�e during Ca�lemen’s Days. The occasion called for fancy dress western 

outfits, walking grandstand ticket holders to their seats, and leaving them with a 

smile and pleasant “Enjoy the rodeo!” 

 Kerry looked forward to Ca�lemen’s Days and 4-H, but had few regrets 

about the 17 miles separating her from those and the other activities available to 

town kids. She and Ron found endless adventure at Elsinore.  “We pretended we 

were detectives. We dug holes in the side of the hill, we climbed mountains, we 

climbed rocks, and we rode horses. 
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We never said, ‘Mom, we don’t have anything to do.’ It was almost like a fairy tale. 

The ranch was so beautiful, and it was so much fun. I didn’t realize how awesome 

growing up there was until I got older and moved away,” Kerry said. 

 But there was a serious question about how much longer the fairy tale would 

last. Gunnison country witnessed historic change over the years as tourism 

outpaced everything else. Ranching no longer dominated the economic landscape. 

The turning point for tourism’s climb to preeminence began in the early 1960s with 

the development of a destination ski industry at Crested Bu�e. A decade later after 

word got around, the resort and East River valley entered a boom phase. Ranchers 

felt the impact of skyrocketing real estate prices as outside money poured into the 

area. Ca�lemen struggling to hold on to a middle-class lifestyle in the face of low 

profit margins and rising costs suddenly discovered their land was worth a fortune.

“When a rancher can sell one plot of land for what he could make in 10 years raising 

ca�le—what can you do?” Anita complained in 1976.

 Agriculture dwindled further as increasing numbers of ranch children took 

advantage of higher education and pursued other careers. It wasn’t economic straits 

that led to the decision to sell Elsinore, although lackluster financial performance 

stirred disenchantment among shareholders. Bruce Jansson, who a�ended annual 

meetings, said the tone of the treasurer reports was break even. “I never heard of 

great riches coming from the ca�le operation,” he said.’

 Over the years, interest in the investment waned, and the owners finally 

agreed the great Colorado ranch should be sold. The fact that commercial 

agriculture would give way to development was a foregone conclusion. 

Competition for land favored developers who were ready to pay more than the 

agricultural value of a ranch. Elsinore retained ownership, and relisted the property 

for sale. Disaster had been averted. But for how long? Was it realistic to hope for an 

outcome other than high-density development? Was it possible to find a satisfactory 

balance between residents a�racted to a recreational lifestyle in an incredible 

natural se�ing and preservation of the valley’s ranching heritage?  The search for 

innovative solutions that honored both became the central concern of Wilder valley 

owners at the beginning of a new century.
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“Most people measure a day’s fishing by the quantity of fish caught. I will tell you a secret, the 

catch is much bigger than that. Standing in the stream, I catch a space in time where the only 

sounds I hear are the wind in the trees and the music of the water. My catch grows as I look up and 

take in the magnificent surroundings around me.”

—Christopher Rownes, fly fishing instructor 

             



Chapter 10

 Those concerned about safeguarding ranch land development activity 

heightened awareness about the environmental value of Elsinore Ranch and the 

danger of over development. In addition to land conservation groups and ranchers, 

a new breed of second-home owners began to take an interest in the preservation of 

open spaces and other ecological issues.

 The latest owner had a vested interest in keeping the Taylor River canyon as 

wild as possible. A passionate fisherman and hunter, he owned a home six miles 

above Elsinore at Crystal Creek, an exclusive 14-house development along the 

Taylor River. The Elsinore property had languished on the market for several years. 

Perhaps influenced by the rumor that the Elsinore owners were motivated to sell, 

the owner decided it was time to strike a deal.

 There was interest, and Don Wilson, the exclusive marketing agent for 

Elsinore, put a cash contract together fast. Under the new owner’s stewardship, the 

property was renamed Wapiti Canyon Ranch, pronounced WAA-pi-tea, Shawnee 

for elk. 

 The four existing cabins underwent a major make over. To help defray ranch 

expenses, the ca�le and hay operation continued. A string of managers came and 

went until Don Sabrowski came along in 1994. It was a good fit. Sabrowski found 

more than a job at Wapiti Canyon Ranch. For the next 23 years, the ranch became 

Don and Shelly’s Sabrowski’s home and the birthplace of their two sons, Calvin and 

Clay. 

 Don and Shelly’s journey together began when they met at New Mexico 

State University, both headed toward animal science degrees and careers in the 

agriculture industry. Their interest in animals, however, started much earlier. 

Don’s father, a World War II veteran, raised registered Herefords on a New Mexico 

ranch. When he married, he sold his land and ca�le and joined his father’s plumbing 
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business in Albuquerque. But he kept his friendships with the ranchers who had 

been his neighbors. While Don was growing up, father and son volunteered on 

weekends to help with branding and other ranching tasks. Don’s maternal 

grandfather owned ca�le in Iowa, and he often spent summers there working with 

the livestock.

 For Shelly, a city girl from El Paso, fondness for animals was a girlhood 

phase she never outgrew. The discovery of Future Farmers of America in high 

school reinforced her determination to find an animal-oriented career path. Well 

regarded for its agriculture departments, New Mexico State University had the 

program for Shelly. In 1992 she graduated with a degree in Animal Science. The 

same year she and Don married. As a girl, Shelly vacationed with her family in 

Cloudcroft, a New Mexico mountain community where locals like to say their town 

is “9,000 feet above stress level.” The cool air and alpine scenery left unforge�able 

memories, and the couple decided to make their life together in the high country. 

Don found a job on a ranch near Rye, Colorado in the foothills of the Eastern Slope.  

 

2015 - Celebrating 20 years on the ranch

Clay, Don, Shelly and Calvin Sabrowski

Family Border Collie - Molly 
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 After two years as a hired hand, he was ready to move on and answered 

Sonny Brown’s advertisement for a management position at Wapiti. Shelly’s first 

impression of the valley was one of indescribable beauty. “Oh my gosh, we’ve got to 

have this job,” was her first thought after seeing the ranch. Brown hired Don, and 

the couple moved to the property in 1995.

 The ranching year followed the seasonal pa�ern long familiar to Gunnison 

stockmen. Branding newborn animals was the biggest event on the calendar. Wapiti 

set aside three labor-intensive days to mark several hundred calves. About 20 

volunteer workers from nearby ranches answered Sabrowski’s call for help. That 

was part of Western culture—the ranching tradition of neighbors helping 

neighbors. Wapiti, said Shelly, used rope-and-drag branding like you see in the Old 

West movies.  “It was a lot of work, but a ton of fun,” she said.

 Every branding day ended with a feast. Don’s mother took the reins for that 

chore, and Shelly said she could always be counted on to prepare a sumptuous 

spread that included slow-cooked brisket, beans, homemade rolls, pies and 

cakes—all from scratch.

 “We set up tables down at the barn. It was a fun time to get together with all 

your friends,” Shelly said. 
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 After branding came the turnout, driving the ca�le nine miles up Spring 

Creek to the Forest Service summer grazing allotment. It, too, called for neighborly 

assistance. Carefully navigating the herd past the summer home section of Spring 

Creek required a controlled ca�le drive and large numbers of cowhands to manage 

it. 

 

 In 2002 Mother Nature disrupted the seasonal ranching cycle when drought 

devastated the hay crop. Wapiti was looking at large losses if it had to buy hay for 

the herd’s survival over the winter. They sold the ca�le. Later, when the dry spell 

ended, haying resumed its traditional agricultural role and produced profitable 

harvests. 

 Drought may have brought an end to commercial ca�le ranching, but the 

Sabrowskis—both with animal science degrees—had no intention of giving up on 

raising stock, even if only within their family. Participation in the county’s 4-H 

program became the catalyst for passing on their agricultural interest and 

knowledge to their two sons, Calvin and Clay. Since the early 20th century when the 

rural youth program was founded, it emphasized hands-on practical agricultural 

experience. By the time the Sabrowski sons joined, 4-H had broadened its appeal to 

a�ract non-farm members, and the growth in general interest projects reflected the 

diversity. Shelly, a volunteer 4-H club leader for a group of 19 mostly non-ag kids 

who lived in Gunnison, said projects included ceramics, photography, archery, 

cake decorating, welding, wind technology, scrapbooking, robotics and more. 

 

 

 

 

Calvin Sabrowski with 

his heifer, Chevelle.   

4-H Reserve Grand 

Senior Showmanship 

for the state of Colorado.
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 “The last several years, the 4-H ca�le show at Ca�lemen’s Days has been 

dominated by one person—Calvin Sabrowski. Since 2011, Calvin, has won seven 

grand champion titles in all classes of competition—breeding, market and 

showmanship.”

 Later that summer, Clay Sabrowski demonstrated he had what it took to 

build his own winning dynasty when his steer, Goliath, took the Ca�lemen’s Days 

grand champion title.

 

 Eventually Wapiti Canyon Ranch changed ownership. In 2007 the market 

reflected what economist Robert Schiller called “a heightened state of speculative 

fervor.” Lewis Shaw, founder and CEO of Jackson-Shaw, a national real estate 

development company headquartered in Dallas, was interested. He and his wife, 

Janet, had always admired the broad meadow and the hay swaying back and forth 

as they passed Wapiti on their drive from Gunnison airport to The Trout House, 

their Crystal Creek vacation home. Taylor Canyon spoke to them in a way that other 

Colorado destinations did not.

 When they built their house in 1995, most of the other homeowners were 

oilmen from Midland, and the Shaws enjoyed socializing with the community. But 

among the amenities Crystal Creek offered, outdoor experiences and being 

completely away from Dallas were the most satisfying. Shaw favored exploring the 

natural world with a rod and reel. The sport had less to do with hooking fish than 

with enjoyment of the river, the canyon and what he called the “Zen of fly fishing.” 

Those were pursuits that led to casting for something larger—a path to nature.
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 Aware of Shaw’s feeling for Taylor Canyon, the current owner encouraged 

the developer to buy Wapiti. They were friends, and Jackson-Shaw had a reputation 

for creating quality developments imaginatively executed. There was a fear that 

other developers might look at the hay meadow and see a golf course. For Shaw that 

was the tipping point, and he agreed to buy the 2,100-acre ranch.

 “I’m enough of a developer,” Shaw later said, “to know that meadow did not 

want to be a golf course.” 

 Shaw reached out to Tom Swift, an avid outdoorsman and real estate 

developer from Dallas. He hoped Swift would understand the vision and want to be 

a part of keeping Wilder a working ranch for future generations. Swift not only 

joined Shaw as a founding principal partner from the inception, but also became 

one of the first homesteaders at Wilder building a log home for his family to enjoy 

for decades to come.

 When Shaw tapped Ron Welborn, Jackson-Shaw vice president of 

Development, to join him in managing the venture as an operating partner, the 

vision of Wilder on the Taylor was on its way. The partners agreed that preserving 

the natural beauty of the land—home to great wild herds of sheep, elk and 

deer—and protecting the clear, cool bed of the fabled Taylor River cascading along 

the meadow’s edge and filled with magnificent Brown, Rainbow and Cu�hroat 

Trout would become the central focus of any new development.
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“Protecting, preserving and perpetuating the traditions of Western Colorado”

—Wilder on the Taylor philosophy



Chapter 11

 With ownership secured, Lewis Shaw and Ron Welborn confronted the task 

of protecting a unique landscape and creating a development that supported the 

sustainable preservation of large open spaces.

 “We are developers, but we are also builders. We wanted to build something 

lasting, keep this as an operating ranch, move the ranching heritage forward, and 

protect the legacy of what we purchased,” Welborn said. “We thought that’s where 

the real value was—not only to preserve the ranch as we found it but also to make it 

be�er.”

 The partners decided to cluster the community of homes on approximately 

30 acres of the ranch, preserving the balance of the 2,000 acres for the private 

enjoyment of owners. They determined environmental protection and economic 

viability could be accomplished with the sale of these exclusive river home sites tied 

to shared ownership of the easement-protected property. The plan increased the 

size of the hay meadow and maintained it as a pristine site unchanged from the 

ranch’s origin. The result was unobstructed views for the home sites that gave each 

owner the feeling of living on the larger ranch. 

 DesignWorkshop, the Aspen landscape architecture and land planning 

company Jackson-Shaw hired, effortlessly embraced this vision. Jackson-Shaw’s 

priorities matched what DesignWorkshop did best, conservation development that 

created “sustainable places of timeless beauty, significant value and enduring 

quality.” DesignWorkshop’s Heather Henry devoted much of her time to the 

Wilder project. She remembered the directive Shaw delivered at their initial 

meeting. Land planning for Wilder must be framed around one overriding 

consideration: “How to take a beautiful piece of land and preserve it at the very 

highest level.”
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 Land analysis by DesignWorkshop confirmed Henry’s initial impression 

that Wilder felt historic from the start with its beautiful hay meadow, the river, and 

cabins evocative of the homesteading era. In fact the company used the term 

homestead in its design standards and guidelines when referring to home site 

selection. Being a homestead owner meant being involved in the preservation and 

restoration of this historic ranch.

 Of the three land plans DesignWorkshop submi�ed, the operating partners 

chose the low-density option—29 homesteads, each with a one-acre building 

envelope. Land outside the homesteads was protected from development by an 

overlay easement that Welborn said assured owners that the historic ranching and 

natural landscapes would be preserved in perpetuity. Within the one-acre 

homesteads, the design standards and guidelines directed development toward 

unobtrusive architecture.

 Then Jackson-Shaw pulled the largest, most fetching fly from its tackle 

box—the Taylor River’s proven history as a fishing camp, a magnet that had drawn 

tourists and owners to its waters for more than 50 years. To implement the vision to 

increase the habitat for waterfowl and fishing, the partners turned to a coterie of 

experts recognized for environmentally sensitive landscape planning, architecture 

and lifestyle-oriented marketing and sales. After DesignWorkshop sketched the 

water amenities, Jackson-Shaw asked Ma� Weaver, a fish biologist and owner of 

Five Rivers Restoration, to build Wilder’s water features, doubling the size of the 

streams and ponds and reworking the river.

 The fishing stream, fed by water from Rarick Gulch and Spring Creek, 

wound across two miles of Wilder meadow before emptying into the Taylor. Lu 

Warner, Wilder’s professional outdoor guide and an expert fly fisherman, 

considered it an easier fishing venue.

 “Some days you just don’t want to wade in the river or fight the currents,” 

Warner said. “We have some large fish in the stream, too. Your chances of catching a 

20-inch plus fish are higher there than they are in the river because there are fewer 

small fish in the stream.”

 Weaver also applied his expertise to the Taylor when studies showed 

Wilder’s principal fishery would benefit from river restoration. The waterway’s 

steep grade limited trout habitat.  Fish found the turbulent current a tough 
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environment in which to rest and feed. Weaver responded by sca�ering boulder 

clusters at intervals along Wilder’s two-mile stretch of river. The rock obstructions 

broke the current and formed pockets of slower water where trout rested between 

feeding activities.

 The river of course took top billing when Jackson-Shaw named the 

development. “Wilder on the Taylor” reverberated with romance, evocative of what 

made the land meaningful—a wild, fast-moving river, stunning vistas punctuated 

at higher elevations with stands of aspen and Douglas fir, wildlife corridors 

seasonally traveled by elk and bighorn sheep, and a century-old ranch whose 

forebears homesteaded the valley when wilderness claimed everything up to the 

cabin door.

 

 The riverside tourist cabins built by the Redden family, although adapted 

over the years, continued to fulfill their historic purpose as lodging for a fishing 

camp community. Nestled in the heart of the pla�ed river home sites, the log 

structures served as guest cabins for owners’ family and friends. CCY architects 

John Co�le and Chris Touche�e designed the prototype cabin upgrade. Builder 

Steve Cappellucci, owner of Spring Creek Timber Construction Inc., who 

supervised the remodel for two of the cabins described the renovation as “upscale, 

with nice finishes inside but still in keeping with old ranch fishing cabins.” 

 Thoughtful consideration of even mundane planning issues fostered a 

design environment focused on excellence and sustainable land preservation while 

also building a sense of place. Creating this community for families, enables new 

owners at Wilder to establish their own legacy rich with personal history and 

memories of a rare place where experiences are passed from generation to 

generation.

 Wilder enlisted Don Sabrowski and hired premier guide Lu Warner to create 

a Master Guides Program to not only give owners and guests unforge�able 

memories but also instill Wilder on the Taylor’s commitment to the preservation of 

wildlife and water resources and ensure all agricultural and recreational pursuits 

from private fly-fishing, hiking and mountain biking to horseback riding and 

hunting are done with respect for the land and nature.
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Wilder Haying 1917 - Photographs courtesy of Don Dunbar 

Wilder’s 100 Year Ranching Heritage Continues 
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 Still, one key element was missing at the time of purchase. The ranching 

heritage fell short. Abundant timothy and meadow foxtail hay harvests were well 

and good, but the ranch’s other agricultural pillar—ca�le—was sorely missed. At 

the urging of Don and Shelly Sabrowski, who now worked as ranch managers, the 

ownership agreed to reintroduce livestock. A small commercial herd of between 50 

and 100 animals now browse leased Forest Service land adjacent to the ranch during 

the summer and graze Wilder grassland and hay at other times of the year. 

Livestock’s return, said Welborn, complemented the Wilder philosophy that 

combined a respect for heritage and stewardship of the Earth at the highest level.

“Ca�le are part of what this ranch has always been. It’s always been hayed, and it’s 

always been ranched, and it’s always been fished,” Don said. 

 Reintroducing ca�le completed a vision that minimized development and 

maximized sustainability and historical integrity. With a working hay meadow and 

grazing ca�le, owners here were ensured their views would never include a golf 

course.

 “This is our ranch,” says homeowner Tom Swift, the Dallas developer who 

joined the project in its infancy. “From our home we can watch ca�le graze and see 

hay being baled. While we’re having our morning coffee, we can look out at the river 

at trout jumping or a new hatch rising to feed. In the evenings, we have a rare view 

of the mountains—with no electrical lines, telephone poles or other houses in our 

way.”

 They’re not making places like this any more, however, Wilder on the Taylor 

is protecting, preserving and perpetuating this one.

 

 

 
The Rich History 

120



The Rich History 
121

About the Author

Special Thanks

 Sally Giddens Stephenson, Dallas, Texas for her superb editing. 

William R. Simon is a freelance historian and author of 

institutional and corporate histories.  Book publications 

include: St. Mark’s School of Texas: The First 100 Years, 

Pioneers of Excellence: A History of the Chilton 

Corporation, and TOM THUMB The Li�le Giant: Fifty 

Fabulous Years.  Mr. Simon is also a contributor to 

Legacies: A History Journal for Dallas and North Central 

Texas.  His business, William Simon Writing Services, is 

based in Dallas, Texas.

Author William R. Simon interviewed a number of 

sources for this book including many living members of 

historic Taylor River ranching families who we thank for 

sharing their memories.

Copyright   2017 by Wilder on the Taylor 
©








	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48
	Page 49
	Page 50
	Page 51
	Page 52
	Page 53
	Page 54
	Page 55
	Page 56
	Page 57
	Page 58
	Page 59
	Page 60
	Page 61
	Page 62
	Page 63
	Page 64
	Page 65
	Page 66
	Page 67
	Page 68
	Page 69
	Page 70
	Page 71
	Page 72
	Page 73
	Page 74
	Page 75
	Page 76
	Page 77
	Page 78
	Page 79
	Page 80
	Page 81
	Page 82
	Page 83
	Page 84
	Page 85
	Page 86
	Page 87
	Page 88
	Page 89
	Page 90
	Page 91
	Page 92
	Page 93
	Page 94
	Page 95
	Page 96
	Page 97
	Page 98
	Page 99
	Page 100
	Page 101
	Page 102
	Page 103
	Page 104
	Page 105
	Page 106
	Page 107
	Page 108
	Page 109
	Page 110
	Page 111
	Page 112
	Page 113
	Page 114
	Page 115
	Page 116
	Page 117
	Page 118
	Page 119
	Page 120
	Page 121
	Page 122
	Page 123
	Page 124

