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We have raised here fine vegetables, 
celery, onion, and grain, 

We can grow f ine fruits, 
And in it there's gain. 

With markets unequalled 
Anywhere in the land, 

Prosperity must shine 
On the banks of the Grand.' 

THE GRAND RIVER DnCH 

A Short History of Pioneering Inigation 
in Colorado's Grand Valley 

by 

Don Davidson 

Oon o.wldlOn II' ""'th,. of CoIQ .. do and h .. 11".«1 In Grind Junction .t.,,,n V." ". H. 
11 currentlv e hlsto,V INOJor et M_ Collega . OavidlOn JI ,110 the , . "ipient of the 
Al pln, 1I Awa,d and pl.n. to 1_ch at the MCondarV t ..... 1 alt" IIrecluation. 

The poet spoke of a region nestled near a 
"Grand River," where crops second to none could be grown. The region was 
Colorado's Grand Valley and there was in appearance, name, and potential, a 
Grand River whose immense and sw-ging volume suggested wonderful oppor
tunities for those strong enough to sett le a wild lan:i. One of the greatest 
problems settlers faced was getting water to the arXi land. 

In the early days of September 1881 , a 
Dugler for the U. S. Army issued a series of shrill blasts signalling that the 
land that had once belonged to the Ute Indians was now open for setllement 
by the whites. The bugle had barely silenced when the stampede began: a 
flood of settlers entered the Grand Valley. This multitude soon dema nded a 
supply of water to transform the barren land into towns, farms , ranches, anJ 
orchards. It was a story of men with little capital but lots of muscle anu 
determination, undertaking the co nstruction of the Grand River Ditch : a pro· 
ject many considered the "most ambitious and successful cana l project in 
the entire world."2 
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The notion of supplying artificially 
channeled water in order to make the Grand Valley productive was not new. 
It had probably begun with Hayden's Tenth Annual Report which Jiscussed 
the feasibility of a system of canals in the area.3 This geological survey, com
bined with re(Klrts that the Grand Valley's climate had "natura l advantages 
which equal or surpass the best European health resorts," led many settlers 
10 believe the valley was indeed a place where one coukJ live healthfully and 
earn a good living from farming , building , or mining.4 

The hub of the Grand Valley was the 
city of Grand Junction, founded in 1882 on a 640 acr" site by a former 
Kansas Governor named George Crawford . Grand Junction's population ex
panded quickly. In the three months between December I , 1882 and March 
1, 1883, the town's population grew from 524 to 1,006 people.5 The early 
residents of the city met their need for water by filling barrels at the river 
and then hauling them by wagon to fill cisterns. Even the most casual ob
server could see that this laborious process would not meet Grand Junction's 
domestic lind agricultural water needs. Clearly, the next and most crucial 
order of business was to devise a way to gel large amounts of water to the 
people and to the thirsty land. 

In respo nse to the need for water, 1001 
men started three separate irrigation projects. The fmt was called the Grand 
Valley Ditch, conceived in late October 188 1 by Palisade area ranchmen 
William Oldham, Elihu S. Oldham, William Cline, and Jo~n 8igg1es.6 This 
group decided where they would locate a headgate on the Grand River 
and otgan digging a ditch with picks and shovels late in 1881 . When the 
river froze, they suspended operation until wanner weather. Despite 
their work , they did not have legal rights to the land where they dug the 
ditch until 1882 when they filed a claim in the county seat at Gunnison. 
They origina lly pla nned 10 extend the ditch only up to the city of Grand 
Junction , a distance of aDoul twelve miles.' It was to be a simple project 
to serve a simple purpose - gett ing water to their croplands as soon as 
possible . The major port ion of this original Grand Valley Ditch was to be 
on a line north of it s present location. Th~ first survey was completed in 
the winter of 1882 and the plat recorded in Gunnison County on August 
22 , 1882.8 This survey , by J . A. Blouvelt , was later found to have the 
ditch running uphill and was corrected by a new suO'ey in January 1883. 

Meanwhile , a second irrigation project 
known as the Pionett Ditch began . Surveyed by J . P. Harlow and Patrick 
Fitzpatrick , it was officially incorporated and registered January 31 , 1884, 
though actual work commenced as early as March I, 1882.9 Principal 
officers of the Pioneer Ditch Company were: George Crawforo:l of the 
Grand Junclion Town Company; Benjamin F. Jay , who later became a 
county commissioner; M. W. Whitehead ; John Duckett; and Frank S. Whit
son. Originally tw~nty~ne shareholders formed the organization whose 

. object ive was "an irrigating ditch and the water therein to be used for that 

4 



purpose."10 Water was drawn directly from the G,.. • .IOd Riyer just east of 
32'1.. Road, South of D Road. II originally ran northwestward and then 
west around Twenty-fourth Street , terminating at the Grand Riyer in to
day's "Riverside" area of Grand Junct ion." 

TIle Ptoneer Ditch extended to a 
length of six and three-quarter miles and its o riginal incorporated value of 
S50,000 was divided into 5,000 shares of SIO each.'2 Though the Pioneer 
Ditch Company did not incorporate until January 31 , 1884, some people 
purchaseJ memberships in the organization as early as March 24, 1882. For 
a one dollar membership fee and fifty celli monthly dues, payable the first 
of each month, memberships became the only method of receiving water 
from this project until the time of its incorporation. 13 

During the first meeting of the Ptoneer 
Ditch Associatton held at the ranch of John Davis on March 24, 1882, 
Davis was elected chairman of the organizatwn. With two other water pro· 
jects underway in the area, the company moved to secure original rights to 
use the river water14 by requiring each member to do improvement work 
by April IS, 1882, or "forfeit his interest in the ditch." Hany original 
members apparently moved on to other endeavors or did not make required 
improvements since the only original members who remained on the offi
ciallist after incorporation were Frank Whjtson, John Duckett, and M. O. 
Whitehead_'s 

Improvement of the ditch proceeded ; 
by April I, 1882, the shareholders awarded Whitson a contract for construe· 
tion of a headgate located on the Grand River for an estimated cost of S75_ 
A six-man committee formed to ensure that ditch improvements were accom· 
plished as planned : three people to watch over improvement work on the 
upper half of the ditch nearest the headgate, and three others to provide the 
same service on the lower portion .'6 The Pioneer Ditch was completed by 
April 20, 1882, less than two months after being started_ It supplied water 
for land to the south of the ditch that same summer. l1 

Work on the third early cana l project, 
the Pacific Slope Ditch, began March 20, 18S2, and supplied water to Ihe 
growing city or Grand Junuwn by July 1 of the same year_'S The 
purposes o f the project were "the construction and maintenance of a 
ditch for Ihe supply of water for domeslic purposes, Ihe irrigation of 
lands and the use of towns and mills, and for the collection of water rents 
on the same .... "'9 George Crawford, its principal backer, a nd the other 
stocktDlders hoped ror a mutual gain through speedy com;:Jletion of fhe 
project. The headgate and point of origin of the P:lcific Siove Ditch sal 011 

the Grand River east of Oldham Bottoms above the present day Clifton 
water treatment plant at 510 34 Road _20 

The Pacific Slope Ditch ran north of the 
Pioneer- Ditch in a northwesterly direction and thell :llong North Avenue, 

5 



Ihe lIorrheru boundary of Grnnd Junct ioll in 1882. At Seventh Street the 
cllla l di"ided , One brn llch weill south a long Seventh Street oraining into 
the Grnnd River , and the other continued westward , eventually emptying 
into the Grand Ri\'er west of town , The (i it ch was about nine anj one· 
half miles long 01 1\1.1 cost 515,000 to builtl ,21 

These early projects ca used consterna 
tion among Illany citizens, The remarkable speed with wh ich the f'.arly 
uit ches were built proved to be a double-eJged sword for the tiny commu
nit y. Impatience to get water to the townsit e had resulted in poorly co n
st ructed ditches with ba nks that sometimes colla psed, sending water through· 
out the town , When the Pioneer and Pacific Slope projects were about six 
month s old , the Grand Junct ion News reported that d;lches around town 
were in "shameful condition, the streets of len ~ecoming impassable by the 
overflow ," Another issue of the newspatJ!r proclaimed that the streets had 
beco me so bad that many people suggested half-seriously that they preferred 
crossing the ca nals to crossing Ihe streets. Yet another article in the News 
stated that "cit y dit ches reek from filth ." Poor ditch ma nagement and sli!>
shod upkeep raised questions about their overall contribution to Grand 
Junction's "health and decency. "22 

In addition to the myriad of problems 
associated with hasty construction , these early projects were too small to 
meet tne needs of the senlers who continued arriving in the Grand Valley , 
By December 9, 1882, the quantity of water delivered by the Pacific Slope 
and Pioneer Ditch Projects combined proved insufficient to meet domestic 
and agricullural needs. The two ditches supplied water to about 7,000 acres, 
representing only one-fifteenth of the valley's agricultural potent"'!. Some 
residents beca me skeptical of the Grand Valley's future . If sufficient water 
did not reach the dry land , crops could nol grow and the local people 
woukl have to import agricultural goods from distant communities.23 
Clearly, larger irrigation projects needed to be completed . 

While the Pioneer Ditch and the PacifIC 
Slope Ditch Projects were quickly completed , work slowed on the earliest 
project , the Grand Valley Ditch . The Oldham brothers , Cline, and Biggle! 
sold their int erests in the project to Matt Arch, an ambitious entrepreneur 
from the Tomichi Creek ranching district near Gunnison , Arch bought the 
Grand Valley Ditch in January of 1883, and changed the name to the 
Grand River Ditch. Arch became president of the outfit and relained Old· 
hams, Cline, and Biggles as directors, The Company's capital stock was 
5200 ,000 divided into 20,000 shares of ten dollars each . A few days after 
acquiring the ditet. , Arch hired three surveyors to resurvey the ditch line. 
DUring this seco nd survey phase, the new men on the job discovered the 
earlier Blouvelt survey had the ditch line running uphill.2• 

Many people of the Grand Valley con· 
sidered the Grand River Ditch an incredibly ambitious canal project . per· 
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haps unrivaled anywhere in the world . Therefore, it generated keen interest 
and controversy in the course of its development. Some thought the 
ultimate success or failure of the project would likewise determine the 
success or failure of the entire Grand Valley. Considerab le controversy 
arose out of charges of poor management and slipshod construction in the 
earlier ditch projects. along with fea rs that the annual . and often notori· 
ously ferocious, Grand River spring run-off could cause Ihe ditch to over· 
flow and to nood the entire valley. Some citizens were concerned with the 
sheer magnitude of the project , since the Grand River Ditch was to be 
significantly larger than any they had seen before.25 

However, the News quickly acknowledged 
the "paramount importance of the success" of a canal constrllcted to proper 
standarlk. The News viewed the Grand River Ditch project as a thoroughly 
professional endeavor. On March 24, 1883, the News issued an appeal for 
the public to ignore poorly co nstructed and engineered ditches devised by 
those "desiring a large revenue" from a "cheap affair ." Water was a 
necessity , and should be supplied only through proper co nstruction and 
management ttthntques.26 

Perhaps the warning from the News 
referred to a rival irrigation project underway to the west of Grand Junct ion. 
About the same time that survey and construction work had begun in earnest 
on the Grand River Ditch, a group of ranchmen from west of Grand Junc· 
tion made plans to Duild their own separate irrigation project. This western 
land was generally recognized as having the greatest agricultural potential in 
the valley. and many of these ranch men wanted an orga n.ization separat e 
from aU the other ditch concerns: No one wanted to admit, especially with 
such abundant water and sunshine, that local farmers could not feed the 
population already in residence. The ranchmen felt pressured to organize or 
risk a "bad showing to the outside world ."21 

The ranch men organized the Ranc.hmen's 
Ditch Company. meeting December 13, 1882, to discuss specific project 
details, to elect J. E. Walls president , and to dttide on December 27, 1882, 
as the date to begin construction.28 Tbe purpose of the project was to 
irrigate the fertile cropland to tbe nortb and west of the area served by the 
Pioneer Ditch . as well as to carry domestic water- to Fairview, an eighty 
acre town project which failed and was replaced by William E. Pabor's town 
of Fruita in the fall of 1884.29 . 

The Ranchmen 's Ditch started at the 
Grand River about one mile downriver from the Denver and Rio Grande 
WestemRailroa4 bridge. It proceeded northwest and tben ran nearly 
parallel to Ihe river about one and a half miles from tbe north river bank , 
ending at the ~tural waste known as tbe Big Salt Wash .Xl 

The News criticized the "borny-handed" 

8 



Photo bV Don Davidson 

One of the canal's "great drops." This one is located on today's F % Road, 
just west of 1st Street (26 Road). 

P hoto courtesy Mus.um of WtlStern Colo rado names trorn 
When t he Ai..,.r was Grand, ed. bv Aichard On, (PBtisa<la. 
Colorado: Guette Pre ... 1976), p. 28. 
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The same drop as it 
appeared in the con
struction phase. No 
facility was bui lt here 
to utilize the drop. 
People are, L to R: 
unknown, Joe Wolf , 
Estella Wolf, Mrs. 
Wolf, and Adelbert 
/Toothpick) Barn· 
house. 



ranchmen and the few "loudmouth gentlemen'" who threatened 10 sink 
money into an independent canal of their own instead of mobilizing to 
fmish Matt Arch's Grand River Ditch . The News suggested it would be 
better for the ranchmen to assist Arch in speedy completion of the big 
ditch, rather than insuJting its feasibility or building a separate ditch. 
Further, the News implied that the ranchmen wanted to embarrass Arch 
in the hopes he would quit work so they coukl seize his location and 
build a "cheap affair." A separate project, according to the newspaper, 
would be at the expense of work already completed by Arch.31 

The principal members comprising the 
Ranchmen's Ditch Company, M. B. and Douglas Ross, J. Downer, J. W. 
James, J. A. Thompson, J . E. Clause, and Frank Kiefer, did not budge 
even with such determined opposition. Six days after the scathing article 
against them, they voted to change their corporate name to the Indepen
dent Ranchmen's Ditch Association.32 The ranchmen solved their 
immediate water proMem by the summer of 1883. financing their con
cern with private capital in a fashion similar to the Pioneer and Pacific 
Slope projects.33 

Meanwhile, Matt Arch continued to 
make big plans for his Grand River Ditch . He wanted it to be more than 
just a quick means to get water to a few acres of dry land. In addition to 
providing domestic and slock water for settlers and ilTigation for 50.000 
acres of fertile land , Arch planned several "great drops" for operating 
generating equipment, milling machines, and mechanical contrivances of 
varying descriptions. The velocity at which water plummeted down these 
great drops provided a means to harness power in an age without electri-
city by use of the water wheel. In particular. Arch planned to build a 
flour miU ope8lted by water power utilizing the canal's largest drop, 
today located on F~ Road west of FtrSl Street (26 Road).34 Arch set 
the grade of the ditch low enough at the headgate in Palisade to ensure 
ample water for aU these possibilities even during the worst summer drought. 
By doing so, he considered his trouble would be in ''trying to keep the water 
out."35 As it turned out, Arch never managed Co fulfill his ambition of 
utilizing the full potential of the great drops. 

Undoubtedly, unanimous and whole
hearted support from the members of the community would have pleased 
Arch. But if competition from other ditch concerns or grumbling rrom 
k»cal pessimists bothered him, he never allowed it to slacken the pace of 
work. By mid·January of 1883, the Grand River Ditch surveyors were 
spread out over the project with one directly ahead of the workmen, 
another at the ditch nUdpoint, and a third down valley near the canal's 
proposed end.38· 

Arch designed the Grand River Ditch 
to be thirty-five feet wide on the bottom, fifty feet on the top and carry 
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Pho to court ...... 0 1 MUM um o f W""er n Colo rado 

Early ditch excavation was accomplished largely through the efforts of huge 
and seemingly tireless draft horses. Many early teams such as these were 
able to complete an amazing half of a mi le of ditch every day! 

a depth of fiye feet. However, when construction began, workers cut it to 
a width of about thirty-eight feet on the bottom and to a depth of three 
feet, leaving two feet to be taken out later as the demand for water 
increased. The engineers maintained these dimensions up to the bluffs 
northeast of Grand Junction.37 

Jobs were plentiful during the con
struction phase of the big ditch, but the work was back-breaking. Men with 
picks and shovels and teams of horses pulling fresnoes - large iron shovels 
hitched to the team with leather straps and guided by a man behind - did 
the excavation. Cuts through heavy shale required dynamite. In addition, 
carpenters' built flumes' and headgates and the framework for the drops 
from wood. Laborers and teams from the local area , as weD as many from 
Utah, were working diligently by January 27 , 1883.38 

To solve a labor shortage, Arch hired the 
''CrandaU grading outfit" from Springfield , Utah. Forty teams, wagons, 
scrapers, plows, hay , and grain arrived by train , filling eighteen railroad cars. 
This cost Arch $1,270 for the freight bill alone.39 

Perhaps the various Matt Arch detractors 
in town were upset by the presence of his workmen rather than by the pro· 
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ject itself. Those who envisioned the development of a genteel city had to 
endure a throng of sweating, cursing, and rowdy men during the construc· 
tion phase of the canal. 

Undaunted , Arch poured his money and 
energy into the projecl . In February of 1883 there were 110 teams of horses 
and ISO workmen spread over twenty miles of ditch . Indeed, Addison J . 
McCune, chief surveyor and supervisor for the project, remembered. having 
seventeen grading camps, as they were called , to look after at one time.40 
The cost of supporting such a crew of men and animals was tremendous. 
Though the teams pushed on ahead of schedule , the average daily cost of 
construction, including wages and horse feed , was SI,OOO - quite a sum in 
those days.41 

Early in the Grand River Ditch project . 
costs necessitated extra capital over the original stock sale of S200,(M)() in 
order to ensure success. Arch found himself in a difficult situation . He 
needed money to complete the project , and he could expect no payment 
from his customers until he actually delivered the water. Under pressure 
by those " independent ranchmen" to produce water, Arch sought the 
assistance of W. E. PaOOr to help him acquire the funds rrcess:J.ry to com· 
plet e the project . On February 24, 1883, the News reported that the pair 
attempted to entice a group of investors from Missouri to buy into the 
Grand River Ditch Company , giving them a tour of the headgate. The trip 
to the headgate that day was rough and progress was slow since the roads, 
''oot having been touched by the magic wand of the county commissioners" 
were nearly impassable. According to the correspondent who rode along on 
the trip, PaOOr ''kept running up a fue of gigantic propheeies" which onJy 
slightly interested these entreprenuers. This attempt to build interest in the 
Grand River Ditch was critical since completing the project required out· 
side funds. Without help , the whole Grand VaDey economy might collapse. 
No one relished facing the bleak prospect of a hot summer without suffi· 
cient water from the Grand Ditch . One observer likened the situation to "a 
gas bag which the forces of circumstance would soon puncture."42 Unfor· 
tunately for Arch and PaOOr, the MiS!lOuri men chose not to invest in the 
Grand River Ditch. 

While continuing to search for outside 
capital. Arch continued work on the ditch. By March 24, 1883, twenty·two 
miles of ditch stood nearly complete; however, some of the flumes necessary 
to catty water across low spots and portions of the frameworks for the . 
drops needed to be fmished . Consequently, water could not be delivered 
into its entire lengt h. But ranchers who had pledged to buy water if delivery 
could be made by May began planting S,OOO acres of crops under the fD'st 
few miles of the canal.43 Arch began the timbering and rockwork at the head 
of the " Matt Arch" ditch while a "gang of men" worked feverishly to pre· 
pare the wooden headgate, the key to the valley's agricultural future. The 
deadline imposed by the upper valley ranchmen pushed the workmen to 
labor at a record pace.44 
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A large majority of the 
flumework in the Grand 
River Ditch project was 
accomplished through 
the efforts of local car
penters C har ley Ander
son (seated) and John 
Wester. 

Ph OtO COu rt KY of L.wr. n". O'Neil 

On May 16, 1883, Matt Arch rose from 
his bed much earlier than usual, for it was the day his Grand River Ditch 
was to be opened. Arch and twenty-five of Grand Junction's leading citizens 
rose early in order to arrive at the main headgate by noon. Loaded down in 
four large wagons and inspired by large quantities of food and "spirits," 
the excitement mounted as the contingent began their journey."Owing to 
skillful driving," the party arrived at their destination with little loss "save 
some superfJuous glass which had been dropped on the road." As soon as 
the group arrived , several men were put to work with scrapers and shovels 
removing a small dam which had been built to spare the headgate damage 
before its completion. Meanwhile, "Arch called all other hands away and 
spread a goodly feast which disappeared at a fearful pace," The feast com
plete, the party returned to the headgate in time to witness the scraper 
breaking through, sending a little stream over the protective dam. Water 
broke over the dam at 1:50 p.m" bringing with it hope that the promised 
prosperity would know no end. "A hearty cheer went up" as an ''angry, 
roaring flood (beganJ sweeping away every barrier."45 

Arch then stood atop the yet untested 
mass of wooden pilings which comprised the headgate while 100,000 tons 
of swollen Grand River water swirled under his feet. The "litt le ranchman 
from the Tomichi" opened the headgate and water surged into the first 
four miles of ditch,46 Everything had gone according to the plan. The 
News considered the event reason enough for a va lley-wide, one.day sus
pension of work and' hailed Arch as a man deserving the " highest honor."47 
That summer, work on the Grand River Ditch proceeded, 'out due to a lack 
of funds , its completion was in doubt. 
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Photo COu rt HV of M useum o f Wut •• n Colo.ado 

Shown here are the original wooden headgates of the Grand River Ditch, 
near Palisade, Colorado, prior to the f lood o f 1898 which destroyed them. 

By August of 1883, Arch literally ran 
out of money to pay ditch laborers and they in turn could not feed their 
teams of horses. Arch was "cursed liberally" and was unable to deal with 
the immense financial and emotional Ilressures brou!Jht on him by the 
project's problems. Desperat ely in need of funds to complete their irriga . 
tion project , Pabor and Arch undertook a trip to Denver to visit the 
offices of Colorado Loan and Trust Compa ny. By late August of 1883. 
they had interested comlla ny personnel in the project anJ convinced 
them that a substantial loan would be ill the bank's financial interest. 
The Grand River Ditch Compa ny aC(luired a loan of S75,OOO, enabling 
const ruction to contin;Je.48 

In add ition to granting the loan , 
officers of the Colorado Loan and Trust, with Theodore C, Henry as 
president . offered to purchase Arch 's int erest in the project for the sum of 
S2OO,OOO , the original stock eva luatio n. Arch accepted the offer all·J left 
the venture at this point.49 Wh3t portion of mOlley he was 3ble to keep 
3ftc!" sat isfying his creditors is not known . The departure of Matt Arch 
from the project marked a turning point in the history of the Grand Riyer 
Ditch. Matt Arch was a m3n of concern , courage, and vision. His Grand 
River Ditch would SUPllly water for a growing community. In addition . con· 
struction worK On the ditch provKled employment for hundre!ls of its 
cititens as laboreri, surveyors, and engineers. 

While Arch remained in cont rol of Ihe 
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Grand River Ditch project, he also owned and operated the Grand River 
Ditch Supply Store on what was known as Arch romer at Fourth and 
Main, downtown Grand Junction.60 Matt Arch eventually returned to 
the Tomichi Creek near Gunnison. Stm a man of vision, and as a result 
of his interest in mechanization, he was the rlJ'St nmchmn in Gunnmn 
County to harvest wheat with the six·hone thresher.51 

All the ditch concerns suffered 
fmancial woes, out the Grand River Ditch outgrew its budget on a pro· 
portionately larger scale. Arch realized outside capital would i>e needed to 
finish his big project. The ideal of local control was sacrificeJ as a necessary 
evil. For himself, Arch accomplished Iwo objectives: he insured completion 
of his dream and he managed to let go of the project before being ruined 
financially. 

With the acquisition of outside capital , 
an era of local control of Grand Valley ditch projects began to fade . The 
situation was typical of frontier areas needing extensive improvements. Local 
people were mostly small propertied individuals attracted by the prospect of 
owning land and bettering themselves on a farming frontier . Expensive large· 
scale irrigation projects like the Grand River Ditch required more money 
than local people could raise. The Grand Valley was fortunate to have 
attracted Matt Arch who provided the driving force to get such a .Iarg~ 
irrigation project underway. But even Arch's money aoJ detennination 
proved insufficient. Outside capital was essential. This pattern of inigation 
projects getting started and then requiring outside capital was typical of 
Colorado's irrigated valleys. In addition to the Grand Valley , the San Luis 
Valley and the Arkansas Valley needed help from the outside, and in 
these areas, too , T. C. Henry was involved as a financier .52 

About the same time that the reins of 
the Grand River Ditch project were turned over to T. C. Henry, yet another 
group of ranchmen met to discuss a new project. On November 28. 1883. 
A. A. MiUer, W. A. Rice, Patrick Sullil'8n , O. D. Russell, and William 
Connely met at the S. H. Stahl ranch to discuss a new proposal. This 
meeting resulted in the Pioneer Extension Ditch Company, officiaUy incor
porated on December 15. 1883, with stock set at 5100.000 divided into 
10,000 non...assessable shares at $10 each. The purpose of the Pioneel 
Extension Ditch was to "irrigate land along, the line of said ditch and for 
milling and manufacturing pUrposes."53 Since mill wheels required a wider 
ditch than the twenty.four (oot Pioneer (Mesa County) Ditch , the Pioneer 
Extension was to be thirty feet wide.5 4 Special pennission for the con· 
struction was sought from, and granted by. the City of Grand Junction . 
The Pioneer Extension was completed by early spring of 1884.55 

About the same time, the course o( the 
main Pioneer Ditch was altered somewhat. It was changed to cross Indian 
Wash via a wooden flume at today's Twenty-eighth Street , jllst south of 
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Photo courtesy of the Grand Valley Irrigation Company 

An early photograph lookmg west from the intersection of Twelfth and 
Teller at the headgate of the Pioneer Extension Ditch. 

North Ayenue.56 From there it passed through what is today the Veteran's 
Hospital grounds and lincoln Park (then an open field) and under two 
stone bridges, still in existence.57 The Pioneer Extension Ditch then 
started at the Pioneer Ditch waste gate at Twelfth and Teller and ran for 
about three miles to the northwest , emptying into Grand River Ditch 
below the "great drop."58 The plat of the extension was paid for by a 
cooperative arrangement with the Pioneer Ditch Company. The two com
panies were separate entities even though they shared the same point of 
origin on the Grand River.59 

Although the Pioneer Ditch Association 
and Pioneer Extension Ditch Company were separate organizations, some 
board membe~ feared possible legal ramifications from flood damage or a 
loss of water right s, since the similarity of names and co-usc of the ditch 
might imply a partnership . To remedy this problem, on December 3, 1883, 
the Pioneer Ditch Association decided to draft bylaws for an entirely new 
corporation which would protect the ooard's water right s and establish a 
new identity for the Association.5O The new entity was the Mesa County 
Ditch Company , incorporated by 8. f. Jay, George Crawford, John B. 
DuckeU, and John Davis on January 31, 1884.61 

Soon after the completion of the Pioneer 
Extension , a flood demolished the common headgate of the Mesa County 
and Pioneer Extension , as well as that of the Pacific Slope . The Pacific Slope 
headgate washed out on May 31 , 1884, and the Mesa County Ditch headgate 
went out in the first week of June. The flood water went crashing through 
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the little ditchbanks, spilling water into the city streets. The flood wreaked 
havoc on the Pioneer system, leaving both the city streets and many ranch 
properties in a "terrible state of disrepair. '>62 

Since the Mesa County, Pioneer Exten
sion, and Pacific Slope concerns were out of commission for the time being, 
the pressure was on for the successful completion of the Grand River Ditch. 
The new man in charge, T. C. Henry. was an able individual who brought 
much to the project. His experience with irrigation schemes and his financial 
abilities proved valuable. Also, he chose good men to oversee the completion 
of the Grand River Ditch. Henry delegated much of the responsibility to 
H. J. Aldrich, who in Henry's words possessed great "practical ability.'>63 
Henry hired Pabor as general manager. It was not the flfSl time these two 
men had worked together on a financial venture_ Earlier, Henry had been 
PaOOr's backer for the Fruita Town Company.s.I Henry also employed Walter 
Graves as chief engineer and retained Addison McCune as assistant. Graves, a 
respected professional, had been John Wesley Powell's topographer for a 
United States geographical and geological survey party in 1872-1875 which 
passed through the Grand Valley.65 

Capable people and solid financial back
ing enabled rapid progress to be made. Pabor bought 338,000 board feet of 
lumber from a local supplier, Innis, Hobbs, Bnidish. and Rice Lumber Com
pany. and imported 300 red cedar pilings from Sargeant, Colorado, for the 
completion of headgates, flumes, and canal diversions. After buying the 
lumber, the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad loaned Pabor a pile driver to 
drive supports for the flumes in the project.56 The wooden structures 
lasted for a number of years, but eventually were replaced by concrete 
counterparts. 

During the period of ownership by 
Colorado Loan and Trust, the Gram River Ditch reached final development. 
By the spring of 1884, the entire canal project was finished. This included 
both the main line and Fruita lateral or "high line" portion of the canal. 
The length of the main line from the headgate to the end at Big Salt Wash 
west of Fruita was twenty-four miles. The high line lateral began just north 
of today's Patterson (F) Road at Eighth Street and ran west for about 
twenty-five miles to its end in Big Salt Wash.51 

As the Grand River Ditch system moved 
into fuU operation, unforseen problems began to develop. In the words of 
Addison McCune, ". have never heard of any canal having the trouble this 
one had in operation, in putting it in operation." There were many sections 
of ditch which had to be "puddled." This process involved soaking the ditch 
with water so that it would settle and hold water. The puddling cost more 
than had the original construction for those sections. In addition, every 
flume and culvert along the entire length had to be puddled. This, too , was 
expensive work_ Where the ditch went through porous "blue shale," the 
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Photo court .. y of Frence. M . McCuUough o f Monte V lste, Colorado 

Once known as the "Wheat King of Kansas," T. C. Henry completed the 
Grand Riyer Ditch to Fruita. He was also the founder of Monte Vista, 
Colorado. 

original excavation had been very costly; but the difficulties did not end 
with construct ion. After water ran through these sections, it had to be reo 
worked : more excavation was needed and silt was brought in from else· 
where to form a ''veneer,'' or lining , to seal the ditch so it would hold 
water. For a distance of about six miles west of the "big drop " (Ph and 
26 Roads), the canal banks settled from one to eight feet. This required 
many expensive man·hours to rebuild and rework the banks, enabling 
them to hold water. Also, there were too few well-defined natural waste 
ways to use for expending flood or excess water from the ditches when 
necessary. Cutting for these artifical waste ways to drain away excess 
water was expensive. All this additional work added to the already large 
sum spent on original construction,68 making water from the Grand 
River Ditch expensive. 

Henry was a businessman who wanted to 
make a profit in the Grand River Ditch undertaking. To cover the cost of 
construction and the necessary improvements on the ditch, Henry had to 
raise the ,price of water for those who used it . Naturally, the customers 
complained that the cost of water had become too high. Henry began to 
experience the frustr.l1 ions that caused Matt Arch so much concern earlier. 
He had second thoughts about the venture, fearing the project would never 
make money.69 Henry, like Matt Arch before him , sought buyers for the 
ditch who would purchase water rights, take up the unpaid bonds, and 
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Photo cou rtesy o f Mu.eum o f Wenern Colorado 

Photo bV Don Devidson 

Upper photograph portrays the separation of the canal from the mainl ine to 
the Fruita Lateral. l ower photograph is the separation today. Water was 
pumped to higher ground using a large, woocHoothed waler~riven pump. 
Arrow on top right shows the Fruita Lateral, and the arrow middle center 
depicts the approximate location o f the waler~riven pump. 
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Phala counnv of Museum of W .. I •• n Cala .ma 

A group of early residents pose for the camera during a skating session on the 
Grand River Ditch. 

enable the farmers themselves to operate the concern . On November I, 1884, 
Henry sold the Colorado Loan and Trust interest to Gustavus F. Davis of 
Hartford , Connecticut, representing the interest of Travelers Insurance Com
pany, also of Hartford?O By May 16, 188S, Travelers became the major 
stockhokler in the Company?' Interestingly, this company inveSied in other 
Colorado irrigation projects, including those in Colorado's San luis Valley .72 

Davis represented the legal int erests of 
Tr.lvelers; and general manager Julius White assumed responsibility for 
appeasing the factions who thought Grand River Ditch water prices (52 per 
acre of land per year) were too high?3 By February I , 1886, White joined 
forces with George Crawford in an attempt to consolidate all the Grand 
Valley ditch systems in order to maximize agricultural potenlial and to 
quiet those complaining of high-priced water. White's plan was to organize 
the Mesa County, the Pioneer Extension, and the Independent Ranchmen's 
Ditch Companies into one corporate entity with the Grand River Ditch 
and sell water rights to individual subscribers rather than charge a yearly 
renlal fee.74 

By the spring of 1886, the plan was 
approved and White began to sell perpetual water rights, subject to a 
small annual assessment for ditch upkeep , for 510 per acre of la nd (one 
share). He believed that purchase of water rights was a much better plan 
since yearly rental was "a constant drain on the purse of the irrigator." 
The cost co uld be spread over a five-year period to assist the irrigators 
in the transitton.75 
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The consolidation worked, but financia l 
problems still plagued the system. By July 21, 1888, the Gra nd River Ditch 
Company was delinquent on payment on the bonds taken earlier to help 
finance the co nstruction . The company had become inso lvent and the court 
appointed a receiver to liquidate the company at public auction. Frank C. 
Goudy was appointed to sell the company to the highest bidder. Goudy 
indicated the ditch had been operating at a loss for many years and the 
sale was necessary because the "ditch has never pa id expenses." He cort· 
trasted ditch expenses of SI 0,000 per annum to its yearly income of 
S3,50C).16 

F. C. Goudy, acting as interim manager, 
tried making the Grand River Ditch into a paying proposition by widening 
and deepening it somewhat, making water available for an addittonal 
15,000 acres of arable land?' A steam.powered floating dredge was 
ordered. George Gates, originally from Nova Scotia, Canada, operated the 
machine when it arrived .'s 

Costs co ntinued to mount. The sum
mer of 1888 proved to be unusually hot and dry and the Grand River 
dropped to an all·time low. The water from the river would not flow into 
the ditch in sufficient quantity . To remedy this, Goudy arranged to artifi
cially elevate the water level at the headgate by building wooden cribbing 
at an angle in the river to divert additional water into the system.79 

Goudy's attempt at improving the 
financial situation of the ditch failed . The auction proceeded as scheduled. 
The highest bidder at public auction in September 1888 was Travelers 
Insurance Company of Hartford , Connecticut. Although already the 
majority stockholder in the Grand River Ditch Company, the Travelers 
Company was supposedly not its legal owner and therefore could purchase 
the property outright .eo After the sale. the Grand River Ditch Company's 
assets were co nveyed to a new corporation which was called the Grand 
Valley Canal Company, a subsidiary of Travelers, incorporated October 8, 
1888. The directors of the new company, James G. Palterson, Rodney 
Dennis. and Sylvester C. Denham, were a ll outsiders and legal residents of 
Hartford, Co nnecticut.81 

After the public sale at which Travelers. 
in effect , purchased themselves and subseq uently conveyed their rights to 
the Grand Valley Canal Company, even more of the Grand Valley 's waler 
rights were sold to Connecticut firms. On November 6, 1889. Travelers 
sold most of their remaining waler rights in the Grand Valley Canal System 
to the Hartford Loan and Trust Compa ny of Hartford , Co nnecticut .82 

These various sales caused much discontent among many irrigators and 
local businessmen. Many local water users were uncomfortable with so 
much of this valuable resource being owned by outsiders. They fe lt the 
Grand Valley's future could be unwisely manipulated. Potentially, this 
could have mea nt disaster for the local area. 
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Photo COU"Hy of Museum of Wfltern Colo.ado 

Picture taken from Mantey Heights c. 1900. Note arrow pointing to house. 

Photo by Don O."kllIOn 

AftftllOr. P.rc.1 C.rd No. 2945-121 - 10036; PhotQ by Don O.., ldllOn 

This picture taken from roughly the same location as identified in upper 
photograph November 10, 1985. The same house still exists on the corner 
of 28th Street and Orchard Avenue. 
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The public sale in 1888 also caused a 
furor with former owner Colorado Loan and Trust. The Coknado film 
nJed suit questioning the legality of the sale and subsequent turnover of 
the Grand River Ditch and its water rights to the Grand Valley Canal 
Company. On July 25, 1892, a precedent-setting deaee was handed down 
in Second District Judicial Court in Arapahoe County, Colorado. Plaintiffs 
in the case were T. C. Henry's Colorado Loan and Trust versus Travelers 
Insunmce, Gustavus Davis, and the Grand Valley Canal Company. The 
Cow1 ruled the sale completed by receiver F. C. Goudy to be ''null and 
void" and in the end neither Travelers nor Colorado Loan and Trust won 
possession of the ditch. The property reverted to those individuals who 
had owned the water rights before Travelers. The Court ruled Gustavus 
Davis be removed as trustee because of his close ties to Travelers and 
appointed Frank W. Loveland public receiver. The Court alllO ordered 
that the Grand VaDey Canal Company be resold. They eventually set 
February 5, 1894, at two o'clock in the afternoon as the sale date. The 
auction was held on the steps of the Mesa County Courthouse.83 

The unincorporated water owners, 
most of them local farmers and bwinessmen, wanted to form an 
organization that could buy the interests of the former Grand River 
Ditch and Grand Valley Canal Companies. But they realized that they 
could not form a new company and "buy themselves" at the public 
auction; the precedent set in the Travelers case made such a course of 
action illegal. 

On October 5, 1893, John P. Brockway 
made a pr.oposal to the water owners that would solve their dilemma. He 
suggested they form the Grand Valley Irrigation Company. He individually 
would buy the property at public auction and then convey it, free of 
incumbrances, to their new organization for the sum of $40,000, plus 360 
acres and two Grand Junction city lots.84 

The water owners appointed a represen
tative committee to study the maUer. The committee recommended 
acceptance of the proposal and signed a contract with Brockway on 
January 4, 1894.85 

The Grand Valley Irrigation Company , 
according to the terms of the contract, would pay Brockway the $40,000 by 
selling $70,000 in bonds, secured by the property. The excess S30.000 was 
to be used ''for the purpose of raising money to be expended in making 
betterments and improvements of the property of the said Irrigation 
Company.'>86 

The capital stock of the lITigation Com
pany would be divided among the various water owners. It would be distri
buted "pro-rata ," i.e. on the basis of what their individual contracts and 
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deeds had been when under the consolidated system. The scock was 
"'assessable;" each stockholder would be charged a yearly fee , based on his 
amount of stock, for maintenance, operation, enlargement, or improvement. 
The Company would therefore be non-profit, using assessments only to 
meet expenses.87 

This complicated legal maneuvering pro· 
vided a way for the Grand Valley to regain control of its destiny . On Feb· 
ruary 5, 1894, the Grand VaHey Canal was 90Id al public auction to John P. 
Brockway for $10,000. The property was immediately transferred to the 
newly.formed Grand ValJey Irrigation Company.88 The recovery of the 
Grand Ditch by ill wen was considered a major victory. The Grand Valley 
Irrigation Company has managed and operated the concern since.89 

After the purchase of the ditch, expan· 
sion of the system continued. In September of 18~, brothers Frank, Ben , 
and Joe Kiefer began a foW1een mile extenston of the Grand Valley 
Irrigation Company. The Kiefer Extension grew out of the brothers' dis· 
satisfaction with the prices for water from the Grand Valley Irrigation 
Company. The Keifers met with representltives of the Grand Valley 
Irrigation Company and reached an agreement to utilize the waste water 
from tbe Grand VaUey Canal. This water made it possible to bring 10,000 
acres of new land under irrigation in the Lorna and Mack farming country.90 

Many European immigrants had come to 
the Grand Valley to work as agricultural fiekllaborers . These "Russian 
Dutch" people had successfully raised sugar beets in their homeland and 
the Kiefers quickly recognized the valley's potential for such a crop. Under 
the Kiefer Extension , the intrepid brothers began raising sugar beets on 
Crevasse Hill, 1,000 acres of prime land between Lorna and Mack . Thus, a 
new industry was born in the lower valJey. It would prosper for many 
years.91 

AJthough Kiefer's water was owned by 
the Grand Valley Irrigation Company, the Kiefer Extension itself was a 
separate organization owned by the Fruita Canal and Land Company. It 
remained a septate entity until January I , 1979 when the Kiefer Exten· 
sion merged with the Grand Valley Irrigation Company as a move to use 
available water resources more efficiently.92 

Another innovator in using water from 
the Grand Valley Canal was John A. Wellington. Wellington was deeded 
land by the Unit~ States receiver on January 30, 1894.93 He purchased 
land irrigated under the line of the canal, as well as on an elevated rise 
above it, to the west of what is now known as Mantey Heights.S4 Welling· 
ton wanted to glow an orchard on 160 acres of the high ground , but he 
faced a problem in getting water from the canal which was a considerable 
distance below his property. His solution was to construct a huge water 

24 



Photo courtesy 01 MUMum 01 West.rn ColorlOdo 

John Wellington's Wheel and unidenti f ied daredevils. The wheel was located 
where the north end of today's 17th St reet meets the Grand Valley Canal. 

Photo cou""v of MUNUm of W .. Uro ColorlOdo 

The orchard of John Wellington. The ''Wellington Wheel" is seen delivering 
water from the Grand River Ditch located fifty feet below the property . 
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Photo court ..... of Museum of Wesl •• n Colo.8O'0 

PhOtO court •• .,. of Grand Vellev Irrioation Company 

These pictures portray construction stages of the canal's steel headgate 
structure. 
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wheel , place it ill the ditch , and fo rccably lift water. delivering it trans
versely tt) his orchard through a wooden flume _ After first being turned 
down, he was granted permission to build the unlikely contraption on 
November 17, 1894. l1e later en larged bot h the wheeland the cana l width 
to supply a larger quantity of water to his orchard .95 

8y 1895, the Grand Valley Canal system 
at last seemed free of contention and was operating smooth ly. Then on 
Memorial Day of 1898. an unusually fierce spring nood washed out the 
original wooden headgates of the Grand River Ditch.96 Company uirectors 
agreed the best course of action was to build new headga tes of steel, 
buttressed by stonework , to add weight and stability. Stockho lders voted 
by a margin of more than two to one to support the project , and the 
work was completed by contractor J. J . Lumsden on May 6, 1901 .97 These 
steel headgates solved the problem of spring nooding and remain in use 
today_98 

The Grand Valley lITigation Company sys· 
tern is unique in the history of area irrigation since it was developed using 
private capital. Its story was one of men and ideas, of a visio n of the future , 
of legal and financia l struggles, and of the prominent role that water has 
played in the history of Colorado's Western Slope. In just nineteen years of 
operation. from 1882 to 1901 , the Grand River Ditch evol~'ed from untestd 
vision to viable reality. As long as agriculture continues 10 playa leading 
role in the economy, the Grand Valley Canal system will be vilal to the 
Ydlley's continued growth and prosperity , 

With the acquisit ion of the Kiefer EXTen 
sion in 1979, today's Grand Valley Canal system encompasses 100 miles of 
ditch and provides water for nearly 45 ,000 acres of land, It s major use is 
st ill agricultural , though the emphasis has switched from growing food for 
human consumption to providing feed and pasture for siock animals, The 
Grand Valley Irrigation Company still provides a "winter run" to fill user 
stock ponds, but filling cisterns for domestic use is no longer a necessi ty. 
Today's maintenance workers, known as ditch riders , use pickup trucks 
rather than the horses their predecessors did. Though many things have 
changed in the last century, the role of the "Grand Ditch" remains the 
same: to provKle the Grand Valley with lire-giving water.99 
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The main control 
wheel and shaft 
house as it exists 
today. 

PhOIO by Oon Oav;dt.on 

PhOIO by Oon OltYldton 

The steel headgates as they are today. After an engineering inspection in 
1962, the headgates were declared to be in excellent repair. 
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Walter and Myrtle Cooper about 1940. 

EDITOR 'S INT RODUCTION 

The following article provides insight to pioneer life on Colorado's Western 
Slope. It is valuable because it covers about half a century; presents a 
woman's react ion to pioneer life; records common people's efforts to make 
a living as economic conditions changed: and provides details and insights 
into the social history of Colorado 's western plateaus. Such topics as keep
ing house , difficulties in travel, and the importance of water to the West
ern Slope are all themes in the article. 

When Myrtle Iva Wressell decided to accept Walter Randall Cooper's pro
posal of marriage, she committed herself to pioneering on the plateaus of 
Colorado's Western Slope. Settlement had come late to this part of 
Colorado because it had been Ute territory and because the land was 
rugged and short on water. It required stubborn, adaptable , and resilient 
people to live there. The marriage ceremony was a simple affair , in 
keeping wi th the isolated nature of the area and foreshadowing the 
style o f life required o f pioneer women. The following narrative is 
extracted from Flora Locke's publicat ion. 
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RECOLLECTION§ 
OF 

NAT URITA 

T.lu·" from "Riojlraph,. of W"lt .... & .'lrr1tf' Cnopr r" 
by Flur. Lndu· 

FlO' . Cooper LOf;k a. 11'1. d . ... Oht.' of My"l. and Walla r Coo per abo u t whom Ina arti
cia I. written, record" ha. mothar'. ramambranc.s 10 form Ihi. n . ... t iv •. 

Myrtle Wressell 's family came 10 Colorado 
from Ohio and Waller Cooper's famil y from Missouri. Both families settled 
in the small Western Slo pe town of Norwood , where the two met when 
Myrtle took a job doing domestic work for Walter's parents. They were 
married November 7. 1894, in Norwood , Colorado . by a Justice of the Peace 
in a simple ceremony in her mother's home. If they had wanted to be 
married by a minister it wo uld no t have been possible as there was none in 
the area then , nor for several years thereaft er. 

That day . after the ceremony, they tra
veled the 22 miles to a place called Naturita to begin their lives together . 
Their weJding journey was made in a big farm wago n, or so-called lumber 
wagon . Their flrst ho me was a log ho use with a dirt roof located close to 
the north bank of the San Miguel River. Their property contained 160 
acres a nd lay on both sides of the river . Walter's brother Ed had pre· 
empteJ it , and they bought it from him. Their first so n, Harry , was born 
in the log house with o nly a midwife to help , as was the custom in 
those days. 

Sinct lumber was not easy 10 get, the 
early seUlers o ft en used dirt roofs. A dirt roof does not sound very practi· 
cal , but with the dry conditions of the area , it served very well . There was 
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Olle time, however, when it mined for severa l days, ano the dirt got wet 
through and water slarled dripping all through the house. Myrtle saio 
there was one dry place on the bed where she put the baby, and she sa t 
by the stove under an umbrella . Her husba nJ was away at the time in the 
high mountains where he was pasturing so me 120 head of horses, their 
onty means of livlihood other than their garden. 

Myrt le and Walt er lived in their log 
house on ly about a ye'Jr . They returned to Norwood for three yea rs where 
their second son, Paul , was born in 1898. 

Before leaving Naturita. they had so ld 
their horses and bought ca llIe which they now pastured on the mountain 
ca lled the Lone Cone. In those days the open range had very few rest ric
tions, and people ran their livestock prett y much wherever they pleased . 

In 1899, Myrtle and Walter mo\'ed 
back to Naturita where they had a house built on the south side of the 
canyon nea r the hillside ano high abow the river. They mO\'cd into it in 
1900 where a daugh ter, Flora, was born in 1901 and a third son, Marion , 
was born in 1903. 

Before Flora was born. Myrt le's mother 
and her mother's four other ch ildren, Fern . Moss, Forest , and Ella mo..-ed 
to Naturita from Norwood . Ella. the youngest. event u.1 lly moved to Grand 
Junction , but the others sta yed in the :uea fo r the remainder of their 
lives. 

The only mea ns of travel in those days 
was on horseback or with team and wagon . Roads were poor and fo llowed 
the lines of least resistance according to the contour of the earth . This 
often necessitated following stream beds and crossing over them here and 
there. Sometimes, after rains or in the spring when snow was melting and 
running off, the st reams became too deep to cross and people would sim· 
ply have to wait until the Wolter level went down. Thick ice would form 
in the streams in the winter. When it began 10 warm up in the spring, the 
ice would thaw enough to break up into chunks. and as the chunks 
floated downstream, crossing became very hazardous. Somet imes the 
floating chunks wt.\uld pile up in gre:at heaps 3gainst other ice that had 
not yet broken loose. When this ice finally did ore3k loose. it would go 
with a thunderous noise and force th3t would dest roy bridges or any
thing (hat was built low enough to be in the way of the onslaught . Myrtle 
told of riding her horse 3cross Ihe river one time when there were chunks 
of ice floating in it . A few minutes laler 3n ice pm, as it was c3 11ed, took 
oul a foot bridge she h3d just crossed. 

In 1899, the Co lorado Cooperati~'e 
Company (C C Company) of Nucla had built a ditch from three miles up 
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the river to bring wa ter onto land which they then farmed while buiklinK 
anot her dit ch. the Nucla Cooperative dit ch. (Editor's no te1

) The Coopers 
and other ranchers in Naturita took over and extended the £irs! ditch and 
brought water onto their own land . Most of the land irrigated by the 
dit ch was planted in alfalfa hay to feed the cows over the winter. Walter 
transfem!'d his callie during the summer to the Forty Seven Basin in the 
Unco mpaghre range . 

Walter and Myrtle Cooper found out 
before too many years that keeping only a small herd of cattle on the 
open range wa s not a very profitable business. They couldn 't a fford a 
man to look aft er the cattle while Walter tended his crops, a nd there 
were dishonest peo ple who would stea l the calves. Because of this, they 
sold a ll but a few milk cows which they could keep on their place and 
turned to o ther means of making a living. 

Early in the 19005, a very rich vein of 
coppel" wa s found in the La Sal Mountains on La Sal Creek, which runs 
into Paradox Valley. To get this ore to market, it was necessary to haul 
it with team a nd wagon to Placerville, a distance of about eighty miles. 
There it was put on fr eight cars on a narrow guage railroad which ran 
through Pla cerville and Telluride and on to Ophir Loop .2 The train 
ha uled the gold and silver ore out of that area, and of course, brought 
in supplies to those thriving mountain towns. 

Since the ca ttle business had proved 
unpro£itable. Walt er a nd another man decided to try hauling o re . They 
each got four good horses and a huge farm wagon and started out. Tht 
first leg of the trip was to Bedrock. The next day they went to the 
copper mine, loaded the ore , and returned to Bedrock . The following 
day they reached home again. With luck , they reached Norwood the 
next day and Placerville the day aCl er. If nothing disastroas happened , 
they made the complete round trip in one week . Supper , bed a nd 
breakfast were usually obtained enrout e fo r one dollar, so £ive nights 
away from home meant five dollars plus feed for the ho rses, a nd five 
do llars was a significant amount of money at that time . 

As mentioned earlier, the roads in 
those da ys were hardly more than tra ils. Many people of the area 
complain about the Norwood hill being dangerous today; they sho uLd 
have seen it t hen. If one wished to explore, traces of the o Ld road can 
st ill be seen, but you would hardly believe a burro could climb it without 
a pack , 'or that anyo ne could drive a four-horse team and wagon up and 

' For mO •• Inform.,ion ... E II.n PflotnOn. nl. Sp.1I of Ih. T"".gulch. (Rim.ock •• 
io! iS!oric.l SoC'fly, 1957). Th. Colorldo Cooper.t iv. Compeny wM '.11'1' o.genlutd in 
1893 by n irHI m.n .nd on. wo .... n 10 .. ,.blith • coop ... , "' ... nl ..... nl In Teb ... ch. 
Plrk, of which Nucl. waf. plrt, onlv f ive mU," distanc. from N. t urit • . 

20110 M •••• ' Rio G •• nd. Southarn r.lI.o.o;I . 
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down it. Roughlocks were used to hold the wagon from going too fast , as 
well as the regular brakes all wagons had. The roughloek was a chain, rope, 
or just something fastened on one wheel to keep it from turning, and the 
driver had to know which wheel to put it on, or it would throw the wagon 
off to one side. Since roads then were only wide enough for one vehicle , 
with turnouts here and there for passing, throwing the wagon to one side 
coukl likely mean throwing it over the hill. 

When rain continued for any length of 
time, mud would get almost axle deep in some places, and it might take 
many days to go the distance ordinarily traveled in one day. There were 
usually places where one could stay overnight about every ten miles, but 
of course this was expensive. 

While the men were hauling ore, the 
women necessarily tended the farms: irrigating, milking, feeding the live
stock, and doing numerous other chores besides caring for the children. 
Myrtle was perfectly capable of doing aU this work with the help of the 
children . 

Walter didn't stay with ore hauling very 
'ong. 

Myrtle was a real pioneer woman who 
never shrnnk from the hard work or privaHons she had to endure. 10 fact , 
she rather enjoyed meeting hardships face-to·face and conquering them. 
She was not afraid to stay alone night or day, and wikJ animals held no 
perils for her. She was an excellent shot with either a twenty-two or a 
shotgun, and she kept an eye out for coyotes, bobcats, foxes, hawks, 
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owls, and numerous other creatures that preyed on her chickens and 
turkeys. 

lndians sometimes stopped by, but it 
never worried her. They were always friendly, and she said they seemed 
to be merely riding through the country, usually stopping only to ask 
directions. 

Myrtle was at home either riding or 
driving horses. In those days, women rode their horses with sidesaddles. 
These saddles were made with a stirrup on one side only. The seat was 
quite flat, and there was a kind of curved saddle horn in front which the 
ladies hooked one leg over at the knee. People didn't talk about legs in 
those days; they were limbs. But the ladies, including Myrtle, were quite 
as adept at riding in this fashion as women are today with a common 
western saddle. 

When the Coopers fIrSt moved to the 
valley, there were only two other houses. Gradually, other people 
followed and took up the vacant land, and built their ditches to bring 
water from the river to raise their crops. The Coopers and their neighbors 
had much in common and, in spite of hard work and long hours, did find 
time to be neighborly and help each other. 

A one-room school house was built with 
lumber from the C C Company. This building was nol only used for school, 
but for aU social gatherings such as dances, box suppers, and potluck din
ners. Music for the dances was furnished by anyone who could fiddle a 
violin accompanied by someone playing chords on an organ; Walter was one 
who often played the organ. 

Water in southwestern Colorado was a 
problem for the early settlers in winter as well as in summer. Since water 
was shut out of the ditch during the winter, Decause tlumes would freeze 
and burst, all water used in the home had to be hauled from the river in 
balTels. Walter usually had a farm wagon by the back porch with a couple 
of barrels in it and when they became empty, he hitched a team to the 
wagon and went down to the river and filled them up. In extreme cold 
weather a barrel would be kept inside the house, for if left outside it, too , 
~uld freeze solid. 

In summer, if the ditch water was 
muddy when wash day came, Myrtle would take a few prickly pear cactus, 
burn the spines off, pound the cactus into a mass with a hammer, and 
then stir<it into Ii barrel of water. In a few minutes, the juice of the cac· 
tus would absorb mud out of the water and settle to the bottom of the 
barrel, leaving the water clear. 

36 



winter. 

Keeping food in the summer time was 
difficult, and without a supply of ice woukl have been impossible. So a 
buikling was erected in which ice was stored in sawdust. This ice would 
last all summer if put up properly and at the right time. In those days, 
ice would freeze 18 inches thick on the San Miguel River, and the men 
would saw out big chunks, haul it with team and wago n, and store it in 
the sawdust . The ice had to be hard and clear, and this meant cutting it 
during the coldest weather before it started to melt . Putting up ice was 
a mean and hazardous job. It was cut out with an ice saw, pulled out 
with large tongs, and lifted into the wagons. More than one man had to 
be rescued from the ice cold river over the years. 

The Naturita post office was the dis
tribution point for several even smaller offices. some of which do not 
exist today. This meant that a ll of the first class mail for these small 
offices came in a locked sack, and then the Naturita office put the mail 
for each of these other offices in other sacks, and carriers would pick 
them up and take them to the other offices. The postmaster also put 
mail in sacks to be dropped at ranch mailboxes along the routes. For 
this extra work, they were paid a wage of a few dollars a month. Besides 
this income, they got fifty percent of the rirst hundred dollars worth of 
stamps they cancelled during the month ; rust class postage at that time 
was two cents on letters and one cent on postcards. They never cancelled 
anywhere near a hundred do llars worth of stamps a mo nth , so their wages 
didn't amount to much. To compute the amount, they had to count and 
keep track of postage on letters, ca rds. parcels, etc. 

37 



The mai l train leaves for Joe, Jr. - now Uravan, Colorado. 

Myrtle and Walter kept the post 
office for four or five years and then turned it over to her sister, Moss, 
and the Coopers started boarding transients, which were mostly freighters 
and oowboys. When the Standard Chemical Company started operating 
mines and a mill, with offices a few miles from Naturita at a place. called 
the Coke Ovens, a few white-collar workers stayed with the Coopers. 
Practically aU who stopped at the Coopers, whether white colhr worker, 
oowboy, or whoever, had healthy appetites, and this meant a lot of cook
ing. Since MyrHe was an excellent cook, and always served good meals. 
people liked to stop or stay wnh them. However, the profit didn't amount 
to very much. 

She also tried to have clean beds, and 
this was not easy as most of those who stopped over never carried a suit
case or overnight bag containing such things as pajamas or clean clothes. 
They slept in their underwear (Ionghandles), and as they went from one 
hotel to another, they often picked up bedbugs and carried them along 
in their clothing, as well as the plain ordinary dirt they ooUected as they 
went along. Most of the travelers took a bath only when they got home. 
One of the chores when changing beds was to carry an oil can along and 
spray places in the mattresses or beds where vermin might hide. Myrtle 
had a fairly nice wooden bedstead with carving on it which got infested 
with bedbugs, and even after she quit keeping people , she never got rid of 
the bugs until she burned the bedstead . 

About the time Myrtle and Walter first 
moved to Naturita, the hanging flume, was oompleted down river from 
what is nO'W the nearby town of Urawn. An English oompany had spent 
great sums of money to have this ditch and flume built for tbe purpose 
of washing gold . This project was an unusual feat in engintft"ing and 
accomplishment , atd great portions of it can still be seen hanging in the 
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Clnyon walls. For miles along the face of towering cliffs, holes were 
drilled by hand (there was no other way then), and iron rods were in· 
serted into the holes to support the wooden nume. The bed of the 
flume is about eight feet wide, and it was claimed , by men who lived 
in the ar~ at the time, that donkeys were used to carry the lumber to 
the workmen as they pushed the building of the nume along in front 
of them. Sad to say, when the nume was finished, and the water was 
turned in , they found that the available gold was what was ca lled nour 
gold, and was so fine they could not save it. The story is told that the 
man who engineered the building of the nume went back to England 
and shol himself. Through the years many stories have been bJilt up 
around it . One was that the water wouldn't run through after the 
flume was built because it wasn't on grade , but Myrtle said she knew 
this was not true. She and Walter had seen the water running out the 
last end of it, and the caretaker had a trap fixed to catch the fish that 
came through the water. 

The town of Nucla developed about 
five miles from Naturita , and eventually served many needs of the people 
of that west end of the county, although the Coopers, and many others, 
still needed to take their yearly trip to Montrose, the cou nt y seat , to lay 
in supplies of staples. This trip was made with a team of horses and a 
farm wagon over Highway 90, a distance of about 55 miles. It took four 
days to make the trip and do their trad ing. The rust night they camped 
at Iron Springs on top of the Uncompaghre mountain. They went on 10 
Montrose the next day nnd did part of their trading, finished up the 
following morning, and traveled back to Iron Springs for the overnight. 
The roads were hardly more than cow trails, and as they journeyed along 
over deep rut s, it was often difficult to slay in the seat . But for all that , 
it was a yearly adventure which afforded the part icipants a greal deal of 
pleasure. 

A postmaster was needed in the 
Naturita area, so Myrtle and Walter built a room on the front of their 
house, and the post office was establi~hed in it. At thai time , there was no 
such requirement as a civil service examination for postmaster, especially 
for fourth class post offices; II usually went 10 whomever would take il. 
At one time, Naturita had a postmistress who limited the number of 
money orders she would write in one day , and if any more came for 
money orders t.hat day , she would tell them she had written all she could 
in one day. 

Walter built a good-sized barn wilh 
stalls (or the freighter teams and a large hay lofl above. Freighters and 
cowboys often slept in the loft on the hay when there was not room in 
che house. 

The closest doctor lived about 7S 
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Some of the fi rst trucks tha~t ~h~aU~I~ed:-Jma~;~' ~i,~om Na tu, d'. 
Colorado. 

miles away at TeUuride and traveled only by horse and buggy, $0 usually 
home remedies were wed . Eventually a doctor moved to Norwood , only 
22 miles away, but this was a half day trip in good weather. Most babies 
were delivered only with the help of midwives. 

When someone died , the neighbor 
men rallied around to dig the grave and build a coffin of plain pine 
boards. The neighbor women lined it with whatever c10lh was available. 
There was no such thing as a mortician in the area , and bodies were no t 
embalmed . Floral offerings were brought from the loca l gardens, but the 
sympathy from neighbors no doubt meant more than the floral offerings. 
Walter had an exceDent bass voice and Myrtle a fair soprano , so they 
were often asked to sing at funerals . In fact , Walter once remarked that 
he had sung at every funeral in the l'alley. 

Around 1910, Blake and PJyson , who 
owned the ranch adjoining Myrtle and Walter's, laid out a town site on a 
small area of land about a half mile away from the Cooper's house. The 
post office was moved to this site , and other people had the job for a few 
years. Myrt le decided she would like to have it again when the post mas
ter's job became available. 

By this time, a number of changes had 
taken place. It was ne,cessary to take an examination for the job , so 
Mynle took it and was awarded the position . lnstead of the ok! wagons 
and teams, cars and trucks had come into use , but road s were still a big 
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problem. When the roads M:re dry. th«e vehicles went through easily; 
when the roads were muddy, their wheels became buried . With the help 
of cha ins and some pushing, they eventuaUy went through. The mail 
stage (no longer a traditional stage coach) hauled quite a few passengers, as 
this was the only means many of them had for going to other towns. Men 
passengers were often asked to push. The Cooper's daughter Flora, when 
she became old enough, helped in the post office, but after graduating from 
high school in 1919, got married and soon left the area . Not too long after
ward, Myrtle gave up the office, and they made their living mostly on the 
farm . 

People on these small farms often tried 
ways of adding to their small income. One such venture of the Coopers 
was to raise turkeys for city markets. To do this, they kept over a few hens 
and toms in the fall to lay eggs and hatch young turkeys in the spring. 
Since the turkeys did not seem 10 do so well in confined conditions, they 
were given the run of the farm. They roosted in tret! at night and hid their 
nests out in weeds or brush. so they were prey to many things. After the 
coyotes, bobcats, foxes, owls, skunks, and so forth got their quota, there 
were usually about 50 left in the faU for market. Preparing fowl for market 
was II far cry from what it is today. About the only things taken from them 
were their life and their feathers. 

In order to kill them , a sharp instrument 
was run up through the mouth into the brain . This killed the bird , and as 
he died the feathers loosened somewhat for a few moments. The 'rid\: was 
to pull out as many feathers as possible while they were in this loosened 
condition, especially the large wing and tail feat hen. They were picked dry, 
their head and feet left on, and their intestines left in . The fewer the fea
thers and blemishes on the skin , the better price was re«ived when they 
were sent 10 market. The only thing water touched WdS the feet ; they 
were scrubbed clean. No wonder people said a meat market fowl was not 
fit to eat. 

A number of people in the area raised 
turkeys for market, so they formed a club and worked together to get 
truck loads ready to ship at the same lime. In refrigerated trucks? Oh , no . 
They were killed for the Th.anksgiving and Christmas markets, so they 
were boxed and shipped 10 Montrose in open trucks. The atmosphere WllS 

the refrigeration. Peo ple came in to meet with the club and give talks and 
answer questions about the best way to raise and market the fowls, and 
these occasions were used for social gatherings with pot luck dinners and 
so forth , and the old members of the turkey clubs have happy memories 
of these occasions. 

Myrtle was always interested in schools, 
and served on the school board for thirty years. When electricity was 
brought into the area , Myrtle served on the R.E.A. board for a number of 
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years. Walter never seemed to care for this kind of activity, and kept busy 
on the farm. 

She was also interested in politics, and 
served on election boards. In those days, counting the ballots didn't begin 
until the polls were closed at seven PM, and it was a long and tedious 
chore; usually lasting until midnight or later. After the baUots were aU 
counted, one of them (usually this feU to Myrtle) called the Montrose 
Press to give them the results. Yes, by then they had telephones; over 
twenty on one line. The day after election, two people, one of each party, 
took the ballots to Montrose, the county seat. These people were paid 
nilleage to do this, and MyrtJe was often one of them . She could tell many 
tales about their arduous trips in wagons, Model T's, etc. 

One by one their children malTted. Some 
continued to live near them for a time, but finally , aU moved away; HaITY 
and Paul to Oregon and Flora and Marion to southern California. But 
Myrtle and Walter continued to live on the farm, working long, hard hours 
to make their living. Paul had been the Cust one married, and some of his 
children were grown and married before he moved away; some stayed in 
the area, so Myrtle and Waher had the pleasure of having some of their 
grandchildren nearby, and others came back to visit about once a year. 

Walter lost his health and died in May, 
1948. After this, Myrtle and a younger sister Fern , who had never married , 
continued to live on the farm and run it. In 1953, Flora and her husband, 
Robert , who had just retired from an oil company, came to live on the farm 
and help run it. After some time, Fern left to live with another sister. Robert 
died in 1957, and Myrtle and Flora were left to carry on alone . 

The town had grown and the land adjoin· 
ing thein was subdivided, but Myrtle refused many offers to sell the farm, 
and she continued to live in the house they had built in 1900. Flora's son, 
James, retired from the army in 1966, and he and his wife and their youngest 
son built a house adjoining the farm. 

The former old, rough road had become a 
good highway, and trucks loaded with uranium and w.nadium ore went by 
fairly often night and day. But Myrtle was content to stay on the old place 
to raise her Dowers and garden, go to card parties and a social club called 
Park Club . In 1968, she voted for the 71st year, and she remarked that it was 
the Cast time she had voted on a machine. Yes, there had been many changes 
in her lifetbne. 

Myrtle's life ended peacefuUy, on the farm 
she had occupied for over 70 years, in December of 1970. 

42 



THE PATRON'S PAGE 

Those persons who send a patron's subscription of $25 or more for a one 
year's subscription make the JOURNAL OF THE WESTERN SLOPE a 
better publication. Patrons' contributions make possible the publication of 
special editions such as the biography of Chief Ouray. Also, patrons enable 
the editors to furnish some complimentary subscript ions to educational 
institutions and to publish more photographs in each issue. Without the 
support of patrons, the publication of this Journal would be difficult. The 
members of the Mesa College Historical Society, the Alpha·Gamma Epsilon 
Chapter of Phi Alpha Theta, and the editors of the JOURNAL OF THE 
WESTERN SLOPE thank the ind ividuals and businesses listed below who 
are our patrons : 

Mr. & Mr •• Herbert Bacon. Grand Junct ion 
Charle' 8- Velda Bailey, Grand J u nct ion 
joseph ine Biggs, Grand Junct ion 
Gordon Bruchner (ARIX Engineer,·Architecu · 

Planners l. Grand Junction 
Mr. 8- Mr$. Cal Cherr ington , Hot Sulphur Springs 
Mr$. Marjo rie Wen Crow. Panude 
Mr. 8- Mrs. J. C. EdwardS, Grand Junct ion 
Mr. 8- Mrs. Wm. M. Ela, Grand Junct ion 
David P. Fisher, M. D. , Grand JunctiOn 
Mr. 8- Mr.. David E. Flatt. Grand Junct ion 
Gunnison County Public Library Memorial Fund. 

Gunnison. Memoria l for: Willi am Wa lk a r G ierhan 
and Lillian G ierhart 

Mr. 8- Mrs. Richard L. HamriCk. COry 
Vi Haleman, Grand Junct ion 
John 8- Pat Henson. Grand Junction 
Hotchkin Public Library, complimenu of 

Dr. Woodrow E. a,own 
Arda t h Hunt. Loma 
Ron James. DeIH' 
Jerr~' s Pest COntrol, Grand Junct ion 
Dr. Verner C. Johnson, Grand Junct io n 
Holly Klinzman. Pa,achute 
Aaron & Bet h Long, Grand Junct ion 
Dona ld A. MacKendrick. Grand Junction 
Me ... COunl~ Historical Society. Grand Junct ion 
Mr. & Mr •. Melvin R. Muhr. Grand Junct ion 
Dr. & Mr.. Kenneth E. Nelson. Grand Junc.lon 
Palo and Palo, Atto,ne y l at LIW, Graf"d Junction 
Mr, & Mrs. Rob Peckham. Grand Junct ion 
Dr. & Mrs. Jame-s C. Piper, Grind Junct ion 
Daniel E. Prinster. Grand Junction 
Mr.. GrlCI Purce ll, Grand Junction 
Dr. 8- Mr $. William Putna m. G.and JunctiOn 
Ann 8- Paul Redd in, Grand Junction 
Dr. 8- Mr$. David M. Ren. Grand Junct ion 
S. P. Rog ers. Grand Junction 
Jame-s G . Schniedet . Kankakee. Il li no i. 
Mr. lit Mrs. ROben Sikes (Nigh t Owl Ce nted, Meeke r 
AI.n & Linda Simpson, Grand Junction 
Mrs. Ruth P. Smith, Grand JunctiOn 
Mr. Bud Vermilyea. Grand Junc t ion 
Frank E. Woodard. Grand Junct ion 
Margarat S. Zeigel. Colbran 


	JWS_v1_n4_cover
	JWS_v1_n4_unnumbered a
	JWS_v1_n4_unnumbered b
	JWS_v1_n4_unnumbered c
	JWS_v1_n4_p1
	JWS_v1_n4_p2
	JWS_v1_n4_p3
	JWS_v1_n4_p4
	JWS_v1_n4_p5
	JWS_v1_n4_p6
	JWS_v1_n4_p7
	JWS_v1_n4_p8
	JWS_v1_n4_p9
	JWS_v1_n4_p10
	JWS_v1_n4_p11
	JWS_v1_n4_p12
	JWS_v1_n4_p13
	JWS_v1_n4_p14
	JWS_v1_n4_p15
	JWS_v1_n4_p16
	JWS_v1_n4_p17
	JWS_v1_n4_p18
	JWS_v1_n4_p19
	JWS_v1_n4_p20
	JWS_v1_n4_p21
	JWS_v1_n4_p22
	JWS_v1_n4_p23
	JWS_v1_n4_p24
	JWS_v1_n4_p25
	JWS_v1_n4_p26
	JWS_v1_n4_p27
	JWS_v1_n4_p28
	JWS_v1_n4_p29
	JWS_v1_n4_p30
	JWS_v1_n4_p31
	JWS_v1_n4_p32
	JWS_v1_n4_p33
	JWS_v1_n4_p34
	JWS_v1_n4_p35
	JWS_v1_n4_p36
	JWS_v1_n4_p37
	JWS_v1_n4_p38
	JWS_v1_n4_p39
	JWS_v1_n4_p40
	JWS_v1_n4_p41
	JWS_v1_n4_p42
	JWS_v1_n4_unnumbered d

