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The Proposed Gunnison Forest Reserve, Colorado 
 
 

 ________  
 
 
 

Location – Area – Topography 
 

 The proposed Gunnison Forest Reserve is in Central Western Colorado, lying 
mostly in the Gunnison County with small projections into Delta and Montrose Counties.  
Designed largely to protect the flow of the Gunnison River, it covers the northern and 
eastern watershed of that stream, including the West Elk Mountains, Fossil Ridge, and all 
the mountainous area on the headwaters of Taylor and East Rivers. 
 It contains 929,704 acres, and is 72 miles from east to west and 36 miles from 
north to south.  The larger portion of the Tin Cup, Italian Mountain, Crested Butte, and 
Sunset mining districts are within the area. 
 Only mountain lands are included, the higher points being between 13,000 and 
14,000 feet in altitude, and the lowest limits between 7,000 and 8,000 feet.  With the 
exception of the Taylor Park district and the Black Mesa, just above the Gunnison Canon, 
the entire area is rough in the extreme and difficult to traverse.  The streams rising in the 
West Elk Mountains flow in deep rough canons which divide the lower south and west 
slopes into many mesas.  The Taylor Park district is precipitous along the divide, and 
breaks off to tough mountainous country just above the south line of the reserve.  
Although the West Elk Mountains are really a spur of the minor range which forms the 
Gunnison-Grand divide, their height and prominence give them the appearance of an 
isolated group. 
 Except in the range just mentioned, the geological formation of the proposed 
reserve is principally granite with veins of schist and quartz here and there.  In the higher 
West Elk Mountains it is largely a coarse volcanic conglomerate with sand, lime and slate 
appearing lower down.  In the slate are large deposits of coal.  Throughout the entire area 
the soil deposit is shallow, appearing deepest in Taylor Park and on Black Mesa.  The 
former, which is in the granite district, has an under-soil of coarse glacial drift with a 
shallow surface covering which is coarse and sandy.  On Black Mesa the deposit is a light 
loam of very good quality.  Over the rest of the area the soil is coarse and on the slopes, 
particularly the upper ones, very shallow.  The slopes are also marked by numerous rock 
and snow slides. 
 The streams which flow from the proposed reserve into the Gunnison River are as 
follows:  Coal, Anthracite, Minnesota, and Smiths Fork Creeks, which rise in the West 
Elk Mountains and flow west forming the North Fork of the Gunnison; Crystal, 
Curecanti, Sapinero, and West Elk Creeks, which flow from the West Elk Mountains into 
the main Gunnison; and Ohio Creek, East and Taylor Rivers, which flow from the 
Crested Butte and Tin Cup districts into the Gunnison.  All of these streams, with the 
exception of Curecanti Creek, are used in the immediate vicinity of the reserve for 
irrigation and are important feeders of the Gunnison River. 
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Bald Lands above timber line on the head of Taylor River. 
Suitable for grazing. 

Alpine growth on the head of Taylor River.   Openings due 
To lack of soil. 
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Looking south across Union Park to Fossil Ridge.   Sage brush and grass 
on the park and restocking burn on the north slope of the ridge.    

Foreground excluded. 
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Volcanic conglomerate in the West Elk Mountains. 
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Climate – Precipitation 
 

 The climate of this region varies considerably.  In the North Fork district, from 
Paonia west to the Montrose Valley, the summers are rather long, hot and dry; the winters 
are not severe and precipitation is light.  In the Crested Butte and Tin Cup districts the 
summers are short and cool, and the winters are long and rigorous.  The average annual 
precipitation for this region is given as 30 inches by an eight year record taken at an 
altitude of 10,000 feet.  The average for the west slope during the same period, recorded 
by a station in the lower valley, is but 8.5 inches.  The prevailing winds in the Crested 
Butte and Tin Cup districts are from the north, the rain laden winds coming in over a high 
divide.  Those of the North Fork district are from the west and carry the rain winds 
directly across the West Elk Mountains.  The heaviest precipitation in the region is at 
Ruby, just above Crested Butte, where the annual snowfall for the last eight years has 
been 336 inches.  This is rather curious, since the rain laden winds must cross two high 
divides before reaching the district.  The precipitation here is principally snow, little or no 
rain falling during the summer months.  The rains generally occur in the spring, when 
they are least wanted because at this time they hasten the melting of snow. 
 

The Forest 
 

 The forest of the proposed reserve varies greatly and the types and considerably 
intermixed.  The growth extends from timber line, which is between 11,000 and 12,000 
feet altitude, down to between 6,000 and 7,000 feet.  Below this the vegetation is mostly 
sage brush with cottonwood and willows along the creeks.  Throughout the entire wooded 
area, there are many grass and brush parks, rock slides, and expanses of bald rock.  In 
describing the forest, species types may be used as they are fairly well defined by the 
supply of moisture at the different altitudes.  Mentioned in order of their importance as 
water conservers, they are: 
  
 Spruce; 
 Lodgepole Pine; 
 Aspen; 
 Bull Pine; 
 Brush; 
 Pinon and Cedar; 
 Parks; 
 Balds; 
  
 The principal species in the spruce type is the Engelmann spruce (Picea 
Engelmann) which forms the alpine growth throughout the Rocky Mountains region.  In 
mixture with it is white fir (Abies Concolor).  This type requires much moisture and its 
distribution is governed accordingly, but in general it may be said to occupy the belt 
between 10,000 feet altitude and timber line whenever there is sufficient soil for tree 
growth.  When found below this belt it is generally on north and east slopes which are 
sheltered from drying winds.  Where this type has not been cut or damaged by fire it will 
run 20,000 board feet to the acre.  The spruce reaches a diameter of three and one-half  
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Barren land on head of Sapinero Creek, West Elk Mountains. 
Taken July 4th. 
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feet and a height of ninety feet.  The fir develops to seventy feet in height with a diameter 
of one and one half feet.  The stands are uneven aged with good reproduction.  The 
largest body of this forest is found on the Coal and Sapinero Creek divide.  The larger 
portion of this type has been badly burned and the living timber is in patches on the north 
and east slopes.  On the head of the North Fork of the Gunnison River all of the land 
above 10,000 feet which is shown as woodland on the accompanying map was once 
covered by a heavy stand of spruce which was destroyed by fire.  Now it is covered by 
aspen, shadberry, and oak brush.  The appearance of spruce and fir seedlings under this 
growth leaves little doubt that if protected from fire the land will in time return to its 
former condition.  On the watershed of East and Taylor Rivers the burns have been more 
recent and, as the brush growth has not come in to form a protection cover, the spruce is 
coming in very slowly.  All such lands have much dead standing and down timber, with 
from six to fifteen young ready reproduction.  In many cases, noticeably on south slopes 
near Lake Creek Pass and on Upper Cement and Spring Creeks, spruce is inclined to 
replace the pine by seeding in under the old stands.  On lower slopes of the spruce type 
the pine will readily seed up burned off spruce land and the spruce comes back as 
described above.  

Many lower south and west slopes covered by this pine type have only and open 
to broken stand of short trees with limbs to the ground.  This character would seem to be 
due to lack of moisture for it is marked on many different kinds of soil but always on the 
same exposure. 
 Lodgepole pine develops to 80 feet in height and to a diameter of 20 inches.  It is 
free from decay, through very full of limbs where grown in open stands.  It is cut for ties, 
props, and, where found of sufficient size, for sawlogs.  All growth of this type which is 
of sufficient size to make props or better is mapped as commercial.  Areas covered by 
well established second growth are included in the woodland.  But a very small per cent 
of the latter has the open or broken growth described.  Most of it bears a good stand of 
even-aged young stuff which is, however, very liable to destruction by fire, because of 
the large quantity of dead timber throughout.   
 
Aspen 
 This species is occasionally found here in pure stand, but generally appears as a 
nurse tree for other species.  It reaches best development along streams or on uplands 
where there is a fair depth of soil and an even supply of moisture.  In such places it holds 
its own as a more or less pure forest.  Aspen seeds abundantly on burned land, grows 
rapidly and forms a fairly dense cover.  It is short lived, however, generally developing in 
from 50 to 79 years.  If there are seed trees of spruce or fir near, these two species will 
come in beneath the aspen and eventually possess the land.  This is illustrated particularly 
well on the head of the North Fork of the Gunnison, on Simths Fork, and on the south 
slopes of the West Elk Mountains, where the growth is chiefly aspen, but the more 
desirable species have become sufficiently established to insure their ultimate possession.  
In many complete burns on the watersheds of Taylor and East Rivers, the aspen has just 
reached a size which makes it possible for spruce and fir to start.   
 The largest specimens of this species were seen on Black Mesa.  These trees were 
three feet in diameter and 80 feet in height.  The boles are more or less clear of branches 
but show many signs of heart decay.  It was also noticed here that the aspen was 
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encroaching on the many small parks.  Along the north edges of groves where the soil is 
shaded from the sun, the aspen is coming up in dense strips.  In the Paonia district aspen 
is largely used for fruit boxes.  Growth suitable for this purpose is mapped as comerical. 
 

Looking south across Taylor Park above Red Mountain. 
Park growth bunch grass and sage; timber, 

Lodgepole pine. 
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Spruce type in Taylor River Canon.   Note spruce  
seedlings which have started at the base of 

fallen trees. 
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Steep wooded slopes of Sapinero Creek, just above  
Sapinero Park.   Growth Engelmann spruce and white fir. 

Bunch grass on the open land. 
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Bull Pine 
 The only bull pine (Pinus scopulorum) in the proposed reserve occurs in mixture 
with red fir (Pseudotsuga taxifolia) and blue spruce (Picea parryana) on the lower mesas 
and canon sides of the south and west slopes of the West Elk Mountains.  They type 
consists of an open stand of these species with little reproduction.  Bull pine reaches a 
diameter of 36 inches and a height of 90 feet, has a long irregular crown, short clear 
length, and shows many signs of wind shake and decay.  This timber has been much cut 
for dimension stuff and for ties.  Blue spruce is found along the streams in damp places 
where there is a fairly good soil depth.  Very little reproduction was seen.  This tree 
produces lumber like that from Engelmann spruce; soft and light, easily worked, but short 
lived in contact with the soil.  It is used for dimension stuff and props, but is satisfactory 
for the latter only in fairly dry mines.  Red fir is found chiefly on canon slopes where 
limestone soil appears, where it grows rapidly and reproduces fairly well.  The best 
growth of this species is on the slopes of the streams flowing into the Gunnison River 
from the south side of the West Elk Mountains, but even here the trees are small, the 
largest averaging 14 inches and very few being of saw log size.  In most cases they have 
developed in open stand and have little clear length, though occasionally in mixture with 
Engelmann spruce they have short close crowns and straight clear length.  The timber is 
used principally for ties and all the easily accessible material has been cut.  On the North 
Fork and on Sapinero and Elk Creeks all red fir and bull pine of a size suitable for ties 
has been removed.  The railway companies offer higher prices as timber becomes scarcer 
and this makes it possible for tie thieves to extend their operations to areas which hitherto 
have been considered inaccessible.  Red fir is preferred to any other species in the region 
for this purpose 
 
Brush 
 Very little of the proposed reserve is covered by a permanent brush growth, the 
only lands of this type included laying here and there along the boundary.  The vegetation 
represented by this type is principally sage brush, although in some localities oak, choke 
cherry, and mountain mahogany are found in mixture with the sage.  There is some brush 
throughout all the types, but it is the temporary result of repeated burns and where the 
fires have not recurred recently, three species are coming in.  Where such land has 
become restocked with trees large enough to bear seed it is classed as woodland, but 
where the advance growth is still small, the areas are classed as burns restocking. 
 
Pinon and Cedar 

Pinon pine (Pinus edulis) and Cedar (Juniperus monosperma) grow on lower 
slopes, but since these species are of very poor quality in this region, little of the type is 
included in the proposed reserve.  The stand is about 60 trees per acre and the trees are 
bush-like in character, branching from the ground and having many stems.  This type 
occurs here on the sandy west slopes of Saddle Mountain and Lands-end and also on the 
lower Slopes of Minnesota Creek.  Such growth serves principally to prevent the loose 
sandy soil upon which it grows from shifting and spreading to the fertile irrigated fruit 
and grass lands below. 
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Lodgepole pine and spruce in sheltered moist places on 
the lower north slopes.   South slopes too dry for 

trees to start. 
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Lodgepole pine in slopes of Quartz Creek along  
Colorado Southern Railroad. 
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Parks 
 Many small parks are scattered throughout the proposed reserve, but most of them 
are not of sufficient size to map.  They are covered by a more or less dense growth of 
bunch and grama grass with quite a large per cent of white sage in on the lower slopes.  
The park areas are very valuable for summer stock range and are used for such by the 
stockmen of the valleys adjacent to the reserve. 
 
Balds 
 The areas classed as balds consist of lands above timber line which have a 
sufficient soil deposit for a fairly dense growth of grass suitable for grazing purposes.  
The land shown on the map as barren consists of glare rock and slides, which, having no 
growth of any kind, are of no value. 
 The following tables give an economic classification of the lands included in the 
proposed reserve, by townships and as a whole: 
 
Following is a table summarizing the foregoing figures: 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Industries 
 

 Summer pasturing, tie butting, a very limited cultivation of scattered arable spots, 
and coal mining at Floresta, constitute the only industries of the proposed reserve.  Those 
of the region adjacent are mining, stock raising and fruit growing.  The mining is 
principally for coal.  The Crested Butte district includes (besides Floresta) active mines at 
Anthracite and Baldwin.  The first two are the property of the Colorado Fuel & Iron 
Company; the mine at Baldwin belongs to the Colorado Southern Railway Company.  
The Sunset mine, six miles above Paonia on the North Fork, is the property of the Denver 
and Rio Grande Railroad Company.  All of these except the C.F. & I. mine at Anthracite, 
which is in hard and, it is said, rather poor coal, produce soft coal of very good quality.  
The shipment from the Sunset mine, which has just been opened up, amounts to ten cars  

Character of Land Area in Acres Per Unit 
 

   Commercial Forest 
   Woodland 
   Cut-over Land 
   Burns restocking 
   Brush Land 
   Grass Balds 
   Parks 
   Barren 
   Cultivated 
    
 

366,283 
345,598 
  17,128 
  20,065 
  21,650 
  37,013 
  30,959 
  90,348 
       660 

39.36 
38.22 
  1.22 
  2.13 
  2.30  
  3.87 
  3.33 
  9.50 
    .07 

 
 

Total 929,704 100.00 
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Old burn restocked by aspen, with spruce and fir coming in 
beneath.   Crystal Creek watershed. 
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Aspen encroaching on park.   Black Mesa.   Bunch grass 
on the open land. 
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Pure aspen on Black Mesa.   Large trees to left of the 
road are 3 feet in diameter and 80 

feet in height. 
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Looking down Cascade Creek from the divide.   Showing 
balds,  Engelmann spruce at timber line and 

burns in the distance. 
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Spruce which has come in under the aspen in old burns 
on the North Fork watershed.   Such areas are 

classed as woodland. 
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One of the many fruit orchards of the North Fork Valley. 
Apple trees four years old. 
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Truck Ranch above the Sunset Mine just outside the reserve. 
Red fir on the slope in the back ground. 
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Showing the stunted sub-alpine growth on the upper rocky 
slopes of Mt. Beckwith.   Snow slide in right centre. 
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daily, and from the mines on the east slope thirty-five cars.  There are also several gold 
and a few silver prospects in the Tin Cup and Crested Butte districts.  None of these are 
shipping ore but many are working a number of men.  A large amount of work has been 
done on the placer workings in Union and Taylor Parks, but no large deposits of paying 
dirt have been found.  The Taylor Creek placers, at Emma had good indications of gold, 
but not in paying quantities, and have been abandoned.  The placers in Union Park were 
working one or two men last season, but give no evidence of becoming profitable.  There 
is, nevertheless, much money put into prospecting these regions each year and many 
miners are employed. 
     The mines depend largely on the local timber supply.  In the case of the coal mines it 
would be possible for them to import outside timber, since they are established on a 
paying basis, but it would greatly decrease their profits.  The prospectors for gold and 
silver must use local timber or stop work for it is impossible for them to ship material in.   
     About 18,000 head of stock cattle, owned in the valleys adjacent to the reserve, run on 
the mountain land within the proposed reserve during the summer season.  They are 
wholly dependent upon this area for summer (and partly for winter) range and if its 
grazing value should be injured by misuse a large stock raising industry would suffer.  As 
the boundary of the reserve is drawn to exclude as much patented land as possible, there 
are very few stock owned within the limits of the reserve.  There is practically no real 
farming, all the cultivated areas aggregating but 660 acres.  Fruit raising is confirned 
entirely to the North Fork and Uncompahgre Valley west of the reserve.  The former 
valley is about 20 miles long and 5 miles wide, extending from Paonia south to Delta.  It 
is a very successful orchard region, the present value of the land being $500 an acre.  All 
kinds of hardy furits, such as apples, cherries, pears, plums and peaches are grown, also 
many kinds of vegetables.  Every foot of the land in the valley which is cultivated must 
be well irrigated, in fact is entirely valueless without water.  The Uncompahgre Valley, 
which is many times larger than the North Fork, is as well adapted for furit and grass 
growing but unfortunately has not the necessary water supply.  It is to reclaim this fertile, 
but now waste land, that the Gunnison tunnel is to be built by the U.S. Reclamation 
Service, and the success of this gigantic scheme depends largely upon the preservation of 
the forest cover on the headwaters of the Gunnison River. 
 

The Forest as a Protection Cover 
 

     The value of the forest as a protection cover is clearly shown by the experience of the 
people of the North Fork Valley.  Several years ago the ditches which drew their supply 
from the North Fork became very short in their supply.  The fruit growers, on 
investigating, found that the herders who were running large bands of sheep on the 
watershed of the river were setting a great many fires that destroyed the forest cover over 
many large areas, thereby causing the snows to melt early and rapidly, flooding the 
streams in the early spring and failing in the summer when water was most needed.  After 
convincing themselves of this fact, the North Fork Fruit Growers Association went to the 
sheep owners in a body and informed them that they would be given one season to 
remove their sheep from the watershed.  This the owners agreed to do, but during that last 
season the herders burned off the larger portion of the watershed of Minnesota Creek 
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and the following year, although the rain and snowfall was normal, this creek fell off half 
in its summer flow.  This was proved by actual measurement.  This expensive object 
lesson thoroughly convinced the farmers and fruit growers of the importance of forest 
cover to prolong stream flow and it seems unnecessary to give further evidence in this 
report. 
 

Settlements 
 

            The principal settlements in Delta County which will be affected by the 
establishment of the reserve are Delta, Hotchkiss and Paonia; in Montrose County, 
Montrose; in Gunnison County, Gunnison and Crested Butte.  Delta, the county seat of 
Delta County, with a population of 916, is a railroad and ranch town and has a flour mill 
and fruit and vegetable cannery.  Hotchkiss and Paonia, in the North Fork valley, are 
supported by the fruit industry.  They have a population of 261 and 110 respectively.  
Montrose, the county seat of Montrose County, is a ranch and railroad town with a 
population of 1217.  Gunnison is the county seat of Gunnison County.  It is a mining and 
railroad town with a population of 1200.  Crested Butte, which has a population of 988, is 
a coal camp, as are also Floresta, Baldwin and Anthracite, which have only a floating 
population of about 50 each.  Tin Cup is a fair example of the small mining camps of this 
region which once had a small boom and for many years have been hopefully awaiting 
another.  It has a population of 60.  Emma is deserted, Forest Hill is a gold prospect, 
which has been working 10 men, Dorchester and Red Mountain are tavern camps that are 
only open during the summer.  The following table gives the amount of alienated lands 
within the proposed reserve: 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Of the 1,280 acres of patented land shown, about 950 may be relinquished should 
the reserve be established.  Several of the homestead and desert land claims will 
undoubtedly be found fraudulent if examined, but otherwise may be patented.  The few 
timber and stone entries will go to patent and be submitted for scrip as soon as the timber 
is removed. 

Class of Claim Area in Acres Per cent of Whole 

   Patented 
   Timber and Stone Entries 
   Homestead Entries 
   Desert Land Entries 
   Coal Entries 
   School Selections 

1,280 
   400 
1,720 
2,000 

            11,400 
            16,960 

014) 
.04) 

          .18)     .57 
.21) 

                1.22) 
                1.82)   3.04 

Total             33,760 3.61 
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Main street Paonia. 

Crested Butte with town of Crested Butte in the foreground. 
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Roads and Railroads 

 
The proposed reserve has a poor system of roads.  Those shown on the map are 

rough and can be traveled only by a light wagon.  The two which are in best condition are 
the one which crossed from Chalk Creek to Tin Cup and the one up Taylor River, 
through Taylor Park, and over the divide to Aspen.  The trails shown on the map are all 
poor and hard to follow. 
 There are two railroads into the region.  The Marshall Pass branch of the D. & 
R.G., which connects with the main line in Salida and Grand Junction and with the 
Durango branch at Montrose, passes along the southern edge of the proposed reserve.  
There is also a branch from Delta up the North Fork Valley through Hotchkiss and 
Paonia to the Sunset Mine, and one from Gunnison to Crested Butte and thence to 
Anthracite and Floresta.  The Alpine branch of the Colorado Southern, from Buena Vista 
to Gunnison, has a spur to Baldwin. 
 

Lumbering 
 

 The most extensive cuttings on the proposed reserve in the past have been for ties 
and props, and in each case where the cutting was for ties the land was left in the better 
condition.  The tracts colored as cut-over on the map by no means represent the entire 
area which has been thinned, but show where the original stand has been practically all 
removed.  In addition are large areas, chiefly around Crested Butte and Baldwin, which 
have been cut-over, but were first purposely burned by timber men.  Where these burns 
are old a few trees have started which will seed up the area, but many are recent and 
being cut-over at present. 
 The tie cuttings for hewed ties on the south slope of the West Elk Mountains 
destroyed only trees of convenient size, in fact all trees over 14 inches were left.  The 
sawmills shown on the map are small portable steam affairs which cut from one to three 
thousand feet of fruit box and dimension stuff a day during the summer season only.  
Such mills do not cut close and the cut-over lands around them have but light slashings.  
The establishment of the reserve will put a stop to much stealing of timber from the 
public domain.  Thousands of ties are put in each year to the Denver and Rio Grande 
Railroad, many of which are now cut at least ten miles from the Company’s tracks.  Since 
the law prohibits the removal of green timber from the public domain, it is common 
practice to burn it first.  These fires are not controlled and areas much larger than are to 
be cut are burned.  It is in this way that the greatest destruction is caused.  Conservative 
use and a system of fire protection would insure an ample perpetual supply for local use 
but continuation of present methods will inevitably necessitate importation of timber by 
miners and farmers. 
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Small steam sawmill on North Fork of the Gunnison River.  
Cuts ties and box lumber. 

Looking down Curicanti Creek from the divide.   Growth 
Engelmann spruce and white fir. 
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Grazing 
 

 The pasture lands in the proposed reserve, used for both summer and winter cattle 
range, are absolutely necessary to the stock industry of this region and their withdrawal 
from such use is not to be contemplated.  The area now supports about 18,000 head, most 
of which are run in the West Elk Mountains and in Taylor Park.  These cattle are all 
owned outside the reserve and many of them come quite a distance from the lower 
valleys.  No sheep have been on the proposed reserve since they were run out by the 
North Fork fruit growers as before described.  Feeling is very bitter against them, and, 
while there is considerable land which is valuable only for sheep grazing, it is not 
believed that the local residents would allow it, even if the Department should issue 
permission. 
 The land here has not been injured by cattle grazing except in cases where the 
stock have been allowed to crowd at springs and along the streams or encouraged to do so 
by salting directly at watering places.  This tends to hold the cattle stationary and damage 
is done by tramping out and polluting streams and springs.  During the past season, as 
near as can be judged, there were 5000 head of cattle on Black Mesa and Smiths Fork, 
1800 on Minnesota Creek, 3000 head on Coal Creek and the North Fork, 1500 on 
Sapinero, Curicanti and Elk Creeks and 6500 on East and Taylor Rivers.  These figures 
could be increased on-third in every case except in that of Taylor and East Rivers, which 
should not be more heavily stocked.  This calculation gives 21,600 head as a total 
allowance for the reserve.  In increasing the number on the four areas mentioned, care 
should be taken to see that the cattle are herded and salted away from the water.  
Practically the only actual grazing is on open park land as there is little or no grass in the 
timber.  On the North Fork the cattle avoid brushland also, as the growth is too dense for 
them to find much feed.  The parks on the Sapinero-Coal Creek divide are not used for 
early grazing on account of the large amount of poisnous larkspur (Delphinium 
occidentale) which appears here in the spring and early summer.  It has been said above 
that the lands are also used for winter range.  This depends upon the season and locality.  
If the early storms are severe and the locality is such that the stock are liable to drift 
before the storm farther from the home ranch and into dangerous localities, they are taken 
out.  When there is no chance of the cattle drifting, they are left to come out themselves 
and in such cases they often stay until January or later.  Cattle were seen by Mr. Sargent, 
of the U.S. Reclamation Service, while investigating the Crested Butte district in 
February, 1904, grazing in 34 inches of snow in a small park about 500 feet below timber 
line on the Cement Creek watershed.  He states that they were in excellent condition. 
 

Fire 
 

 The greatest damage to forest growth in the proposed reserve is done by fires, 
which are frequent and are given but little attention by the settlers, except where their 
immediate interest is in danger.  Many disastrous fires occurred here, particularly on the 
watershed of the North Fork, before the whites came in, and were caused presumably by 
Indians.  These burns are very old, at least 80 or 90 years, and apparently occurred at the 
same time as those which largely denuded the Uncompahgre Plateau.  Since the whites 
have come in fires have continued numerous and have increased of late years.  They are  
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Stock grazing in park on Snowshoe Mesa. 

Poisonous Larkspur (Delphinium occidentale) on the head 
Of Coal Creek.   Taken July 2nd. 
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generally attributed to campers, though in the North Fork district the people claim that 
sheep herders have been chiefly responsible.  Around the mining camps on the east slope 
it is openly claimed by the better class that they are set by timber haulers and mine 
owners who cut timber from the public domain.  There is an entire disregard of the laws 
in regard to fires.  Two cases were noticed by the writer during the last season where 
campers left fires burning knowing that there was great chance of their breaking out and 
destroying thousands of acres of timber.  These men had started the fires to keep insects 
away from their horses and when questioned on the subject said they were aware of the 
danger but could not be bothered to put them out.  This is the way most of the campers 
who go into the mountains in the summer look at it.  They take no interest in the region, 
kill the game out  of season, and destroy many millions of dollars worth of public 
property by their careless handling of camp fires.  The season of greatest danger is in the 
late summer and early fall, and nine times out of ten during this dry season fire runs in 
the crowns and destroys the entire stand. 
 

Sentiment in Regard to Creation of a Forest Reserve  
 

 The feeling in regard to the creation of the reserve is divided.  The North Fork 
farmers and fruit growers believe that the Federal Government should establish a system 
of protection and that this can be done by means of a forest reserve.  The people of 
Gunnison County seem to disagree on the subject.  When the project was first discussed a 
mass meeting was held at Gunnison by the local live stock association for the purpose of 
framing a protest.  Upon explanation of the objects and management of reserves, by A.L 
Fellows of the Reclamation Service, the assembly practically reversed its sentiment and 
passed resolutions which were practically an endorsement.  This meeting unquestionably 
represented the stockmen and also many other leading citizens of the county, therefore 
opponents of the reserve were driven to other measures.  The result was a long protest 
giving many reasons why the reserve should not be established, all of which were based 
upon willful or ignorant misunderstanding of reserve regulations.  This was accompanied 
by a petition signed largely by Italian laborers in the coal mines who have no interest in 
the county and, as many of the signatures were in the same hand writing, are apparently 
unable to sign their names.  The U.S. Geological Survey is the most urgent advocate of 
the reserve because it considers it necessary to insure success in the so-called 
Uncompahgre Valley Project.  District Engineer A.L. Fellows, who has charge of this 
project, reports as follows to Chief Engineer Newell: 
 “The water supply of Gunnison River is becoming torrential in its nature, the 
discharge being very high in May and June and correspondingly low in August, 
September and October, so that unless adequate measures are taken for the conservation 
of the water, the run-off will be insufficient to supply the demands of the Uncompahgre 
Valley Project and of the lands already irrigated in the vicinity of the and below Delta.  
Storage will necessarily have to be depended upon, and for the proper guarding of such 
storage, forest reserves must be established in order that the water flowing into the 
reserves shall be as clear and devoid of sediment as possible.  The gravity of the situation 
may be understood from the fact that it is proposed to irrigate in the Uncompahgre 
Valley approximately 15,000 acres, requiring for its irrigation some 1800 second-feet of  
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Burn three years old in commercial timber on head of Coal Creek.   Said to 
have been started by sheep herders.   West Elk Mountains in back ground. 

Recent burn in Lodgepole pine around Sapinero Park said to have been 
started by campers.   Note green trees throughout the area which will 

serve as seed trees. 
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Red fir in mixture with aspen on the slope of Crystal Creek. 
North of Black Mesa. 

Looking up canon of Cliff Creek, Township 16 South, Range 89 West. 
Growth on the slopes spruce; on the lower land, red fir and bull pine. 
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water, while at low stages the discharge of Gunnison River, at the proposed point of 
division, is as low as 600 or 700 second-feet.” 
 For the same reason the Director of the Geological Survey has also made the most 
urgent recommendations for this particular reserve to the Secretary of the Interior. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
 

 In view of the evidence that the success of the fruit industry of the North Fork 
Valley and that of the Gunnison Tunnel Project depend on the preservation of the forest 
growth on the watershed of the Gunnison River, while local industries also need their 
timber supply protected, and since no lands have been included which are valuable for 
agricultural purposes, it is strongly recommended that the proposed Gunnison Forest 
Reserve be established, the boundary thereof to be as shown on the accompanying map. 
 

Administration Necessary 
 

 There are three points in the proposed reserve which should be given special 
consideration in patrol:  the North Fork district, above the Sunset coal mine; the region 
around Crested Butte and Floresta; and the area above Sapinero, where there has been 
much tie cutting.  These are where there will be applications for purchase and free use, 
and also the greatest danger of trespass.  The present system of trails and roads is ample 
to allow the rangers to properly cover their districts, although later, when the service has 
become organized, it may be advisable to improve the present trails. 
 The area has been divided into seven districts which are rather large and will 
require good responsible men.  It will require seven second-class rangers and a supervisor 
of medium rank and salary with headquarters at Gunnison.  The rangers should be 
stationed as follows:  on District No. 1, at Sapinero, with summer quarters at Sapinero 
Park; on District No. 2, with headquarters at ranch on Crystal Creek; on District No. 3, 
with headquarters at the Sunset mine or ranches on Anthercite Creek; on District No. 4, at 
Crested Butte; on district No. 5, at Oversteg; on District No. 6, at Red Mountain; and on 
District No. 7, at Tin Cup.  These men should be required to keep two horses each.  
While this force will be sufficient to properly cover the area in ordinary years, in 
unusually dry seasons it would be advisable to put on from three to five third-class men 
for patrol.  During the winter months three rangers will be sufficient for the whole reserve 
if the work is divided as follows:  The ranger on District No. 3 to cover District No. 2, the 
man on No. 4 to cover No. 1 and No. 5, and the man on No. 7 to have No. 6 added to his 
area.  This winter season will be ordinarily from the first of December to the first of July, 
but will vary from year to year. 

 
 


