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Palmer and railroad battled through
the Black Canyon in westward push
W

DENVER — This week, not much in the
way of working on introduced legislation
will take place in either the Colorado
House or Senate. That’s because various
legislative committees, many of which
will meet in joint sessions, will get their
annual SMART hearings.
That’s the acronym for State
Measurement for Accountable,
Responsive and Transparent Government
Act, which requires all state agencies
to report to legislative committees to
update them on what they’ve been
doing.
Normally, such hearings are held
before a legislative session begins.
Q Tuesday: The Capital Development
Committee is to meet for the first
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time this session to consider some
supplemental capital construction
requests for the current fiscal year.
Q Next week: House and Senate
committees will start to hear their first
bills of the session, but not until later in
the week. Some of those measures deal
with such things as water speculation,
opioid treatment and rural economic
development.
All floor action and committees can
be watched or heard on the Colorado
Legislature’s website at lege.colorado.
gov.
Check that website to see which
measures are available for remote
testimony, and how to register to speak.
— Charles Ashby
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Juveniles to be charged in vandalisms
Suspects have been identified in a string of vandalism incidents
that occurred in Fruitvale over the past month, the Mesa County
Sheriff’s Office reports.
Twelve incidents of vandalism occurred in the area of 29 Road
and Parkway Drive between Dec. 29, 2019, and Jan. 4, 2020. Several
car and home windows were broken with rocks, and car tires were
slashed with a knife.
The total damage was estimated to be in the thousands.
The Sheriff’s Office investigation, with the help of the Grand
Junction Police Department and community members, identified
two juveniles as those responsible for these crimes.
The Sheriff’s Office is working with the 21st Judicial District Attorney’s Office to file the appropriate charges.

Apply for energy assistance benefits
Now that the cold winter months are here, individuals and families are encouraged to apply for LEAP benefits.
Applications for the 2019–20 Low Income Energy Assistance Program season are available to Mesa County residents at the Mesa
County Health and Human Services building, 510 29½ Road, by
calling Heat Help at 866-432-8435 or visiting colorado.gov/cdhs/
LEAP. All applications will be processed through Discover Goodwill in Colorado Springs.
LEAP is designed to help individuals and families with winter
heating costs, but is not intended to pay the entire cost of home
heating.
The application period runs from Nov. 1–April 30. If applicants
are financially eligible to receive LEAP benefits, the payment will
be sent directly to the energy provider and will show up as a credit
on the applicants’ heat bill. LEAP benefits are the same regardless
of when the application is processed.

A Denver & Rio Grande Railway train is shown climbing Marshall Pass about 1890.

Trucker dead after colliding with train
PEETZ — The driver of a semitrailer died after colliding with a
freight train in northeastern Colorado on Friday.
The collision happened at a rail crossing in Logan County near
the Nebraska border. The semitrailer caught fire after the crash
and the driver was later pronounced dead, Colorado State Patrol
spokesman Cpl. Ivan Alvarado said.
The train’s conductor reported back injuries, he said.
The railway is operated by Burlington Northern Santa Fe. A
spokesman said that railroad crossing has crossbucks and stop
signs.

William Jackson Palmer was the
founder and driving force behind
the Denver & Rio Grande Railway.
Salt Lake City. He purchased
small, narrow-gauge railroads
in Utah, and created the Denver
& Rio Grande Western Railway to work from Salt Lake
City south and east so the two
lines could eventually connect
and rail travelers could go all
the way to the Pacific without
having to travel north into Wyoming.
Palmer said the line to Utah
would provide Colorado mining
communities access to the
agricultural products of Utah
while allowing Colorado mining products and machinery
to be shipped to Salt Lake and
beyond.
He pushed westward even
though most Ute Indians
weren’t removed from the
Western Slope until September
1881, when the Ute Reservation was officially opened to
settlement.
Track was completed over
10,845-foot Marshall Pass —
between Salida and Sargents,
south of today’s Monarch Pass
–— in the summer of 1881.
The D&RG reached Gunnison
City (now Gunnison) in early
August.
By October, the Gunnison
Daily News-Democrat reported that “The Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad is anxious
to reach Salt Lake City and is
concentrating all of its forces
on the Main Line in order” to
get there quickly.
But there were obstacles to
completing the work quickly:
A survey party working
beyond the Black Canyon in
early 1881 was ordered out of
the Ute Reservation by the
government’s Indian agent in
the Uncompahgre Valley.
Later that year, another
survey party was threatened by
Utes and had to retreat from its
work.
In August of 1881, five
workers were killed in the
Black Canyon when explosives
detonated prematurely.
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A map produced by the D&RG in 1881 shows the western line of the
railway had reached Gunnison over Marshall Pass, but had not yet
pushed through the Black Canyon.
Some track layers wrote letters to newspapers, complaining of their dangerous work
conditions. There were rumors
of strikes.
Work crews had trouble
getting enough steel rails over
the mountains to keep the
track moving forward, especially since the D&RG was also
expanding into the San Juans
and into New Mexico simultaneously.
Eventually, Palmer and his
partners created the Colorado
Coal and Iron Co. in Pueblo to
manufacture their own rails.
And the company’s financial
situation was always teetering
on the edge of disaster.
Even so, by May of 1882, the
railroad was nearly complete
through the Black Canyon.
Then on May 23, landslides
on Marshall Pass closed the
railroad for days and delayed
the work again.
It wasn’t until Aug. 13, 1882,
that the first D&RG train
chugged through the eastern
section of the Black Canyon
and came out at Cimarron.
“The cost of building the
fifteen mile road” through the
Black Canyon to Cimarron
“was prodigious” at $165,000 a
mile,” Vandenbusche reported.
Cimarron was still the
western end of the line for the
D&RG in mid-August 1882.
But in early September, the
rail line reached Montrose. One
Colorado newspaper reported
that the company was “sending
all men possible to Montrose,”
as the tracks were pushed
north toward Grand Junction.
On Sept. 22, 1882, the tracks
reached Delta.
Meanwhile, the work in Utah

was also proceeding steadily.
However, on Oct. 14, a Salt
Lake newspaper reported there
was still a 200-mile gap between
the Utah and Colorado ends of
the railroad.
The hoped-for connection
date was pushed back from
Jan. 1 to mid-February.
But none of this work would
compare with the Black Canyon portion of the line, which
one engineer later described
as the “suicide run,” because
of the frequent rockslides and
avalanches.
British author Rudyard
Kipling, who rode the D&RG
through the Black Canyon in
1889, describe the ride like this:
“Then the driver put on all
the steam and we would go
round the curve on one wheel
chiefly, the Gunnison River
gnashing its teeth below. The
cars overhung the edge of the
water, and if a single one of
the rails had chosen to spread,
nothing in the wide world could
have saved us from drowning.”

Armed robbery suspect killed in standoff
WHEAT RIDGE — Police officers in suburban Denver said they
shot and killed a man suspected of bank robbery after a two-hour
standoff at a motel in Wheat Ridge.
A Lakewood police spokesman said SWAT officers arrived at the
motel at 1 a.m. Sunday and tried to talk the man into surrendering.
When officers entered the room shortly after 3 a.m. they saw the
suspect armed with a handgun. The man ignored multiple commands to drop the weapon, and he was shot by two Lakewood police
officers who are members of the SWAT team.
Lakewood police said Thomas Charles Snyder II, 52, was suspected of robbing a bank in Longmont on Saturday morning. He also
had an arrest warrant for a parole violation on another robbery
charge. The officers are on paid administrative leave while the
shooting is investigated.
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Next: The D&RG reaches
Grand Junction and finally
connects with the Utah branch.
Sources: “Man Against the
Black Canyon,” by Duane Vandenbusche, Colorado Magazine,
Spring 1973; “Rio Grande:
Mainline of the Rockies,” by
Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg;
“William Jackson Palmer,”
https://coloradoencyclopedia.
org; “Railroads in Colorado
1858-1948,” by Clayton B. Fraser
and Jennifer H. Strand; Colorado and Utah historic newspapers.
Q

Bob Silbernagel’s email is
bobsilbernagel@gmail.com.
Caring for or making decisions for a loved one who has
Dementia can be a difficult journey. I am a Certified
Dementia Practitioner who will help you navigate this
path. Together we can find solutions
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hen he founded his
small railroad in 1870,
Gen. William Jackson
Palmer didn’t plan to make it
the most renowned mountain
railroad in the country. He simply wanted to connect Denver
with Colorado Springs, then to
El Paso, Texas, over a relatively
gentle
topography, and
provide
access
into Old
Mexico.
BOB SILBERNAGEL
But a
decade
later, Palmer’s Denver & Rio
Grande Railway had fought
and won a legal and physical
war with the Atchison, Topeka
and Santa Fe Railroad for the
right to build tracks through
the Royal Gorge and on to the
silver capital of Leadville.
Using its narrow-gauge
format, the D&RG had also
built a rail line over La Veta
Pass to Alamosa, at the time
the highest railroad route in
the world.
And it was pushing its way
over the Marshall Pass, the
first railroad crossing of the
Continental Divide.
Palmer was setting his sights
on Gunnison and the entire
Western Slope of Colorado,
even though Ute Indians still
legally occupied most of that
territory.
Gen. Palmer, a Delaware
Quaker who grew up in Philadelphia, began working with
railroads as a teenager.
He traveled to England to
study rail operations there, and
wrote an influential paper on
the need for American railroads to switch from wood fuel
to coal.
His rail career was interrupted by the Civil War, when his
ardent abolitionist views took
precedence over his pacifist
Quaker upbringing.
He became a cavalry officer in the Union Army and
eventually was promoted to the
field grade of Brevet Brigadier
General.
He also won the Medal of
Honor for leading his troops on
a successful mission against a
much larger force.
Early on, Palmer demonstrated he was a determined
man, someone who didn’t give
up easily.
So, when some of the hundreds of surveyors he employed
told him it was impossible to
construct a railroad through
the Black Canyon of the Gunnison as he aimed his rail line
westward, he rejected their
conclusion.
Palmer sent another crew
of engineers into the canyon
during the frigid month of
January 1881.
“The surveying was extremely dangerous and was
done partially through the use
of ropes and scaling ladders,”
wrote historian Duane Vandenbusche.
In particularly narrow
sections, “Men, horses, and
wagons were lowered down the
steep walls by ropes.”
One member of the surveying party was killed when the
rope he was using to scale the
canyon wall broke and, Vandenbusche said, “The daring
engineer was dashed to death
at the bottom of the cañon.”
Despite such obstacles, the
surveyors finished their work
by summer 1881.
And this time the report
to Palmer was acceptable: A
railroad could be built through
the eastern end of the Black
Canyon, but it would have to
come out at Cimarron, then
continue westward over Cerro
Summit.
Construction began that
summer and, Vandenbusche
wrote, “For a year, over one
thousand men blasted and cut a
road bed fifteen miles through
the gorge.”
Those 15 miles now lie under
the waters of Morrow Point
Reservoir.
Palmer planned to have the
D&RG continue westward to
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