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Hi!

We are glad to have you along on the Rocky Mountain Railroad Club's 50th 
Anniversary's week of Colorado ghost railroading. Before we begin, please take a 
few moments to review the following "Rules of the Road" to ensure a safe and 
enjoyable trip.

1. The leader sets the pace; don't go ahead of the leader.

2. Watch for the person behind you when turning, wait for the person following 
you so they know where to turn.

3. Leave sufficient space between vehicles for other vehicles to pass through 
the caravan; don't tailgate.

4. Do not leave the group without notifying the leader.

5. Don't litter. Don't destroy plant life. Leave only footprints, take only 
pictures.

6. Respect private property.

7. Don't enter mines or tunnels.

8. When we stop, pull in as close to the car in front of you as possible, so that 
the people at the back of the caravan don't have to walk a mile. For lunch 
stops, leave space so the car in front of you can get into their tailgate.

9. Parents are responsible for their own children.

10. Pets must be kept on a leash when they are outside of the vehicle.

11. Two blasts on the horn means return to your car; 2 whistle blasts means 
gather around the leaders.

12. While on the road, we will be on Channel 14 on the CB with more information.

LET’S HAVE FUN’!!!



RIO GRANDE SOUTHERN

"For over six decades, the Rio Grande Southern carried the economy of the San 
Juans in its consist. One person was born aboard the swaying cars, while a few 
others died - but most were only scared to death." Mallory Hope Ferrell

The story of the RGS begins in 1889 with a man who will become very familiar 
to you on this trip through the San Juans -- Otto Mears, "The Pathfinder ot the San 
Juans. In 1882, the Denver & Rio Grande (D&RG) completed their "San Juan 
Extension" from Durango to Silverton with plans to continue the line to Ouray. 
However, Thomas Wigglesworth, D&RG surveyor, advised against the Silverton to 
Ouray line because of the treacherous country and the need for 7 and 8% grades in 
the canyon of the Uncompahgre. Otto Mears, who had opened the San Juans to the 
outside world through wagon toll roads, had mining interests in the Silverton area 
and when he realized that the D&RG was not going past Silverton, he decided to 
build his own railroad from Silverton to Ouray using his Ouray & San Juan wagon 
road (The Rainbow Road). By 1889, the Silverton railroad had made it through 
Corkscrew Gulch to Ironton, but, because of the grades required, he could not make 
it the final six miles to Ouray. Because he was determined to open up the rich 
mining areas of Telluride and Rico by rail and, probably, because he refused to be 
defeated by a mere range of mountains, he conceived of his Rio Grande Southern 
Railroad, a 162 mile "detour" from Durango to Ridgway through some of the most 
glorious mountain country in the U. S.

The RGS is considered to be Otto Mears' greatest achievement. Experienced 
railroad men of the time claimed it could never be built. In the late summer of 
1889, David Wood, owner of a large freight and stage line from Dallas into the 
mining areas, organized the "San Juan Southern" to build a railroad from Dallas, a 
station on the D&RG, and the rich mines at Telluride and Rico. Nothing more was 
done. The Rio Grande Southern was incorporated October 2,1889, and a separate 
RGS Construction Company with Otto Mears as president of both. The Rio Grande 
used in the name was in nonor of the D&RG which aided Mears in promoting and 
constructing the RGS.

Construction was to have begun simultaneously from Durango and Dallas, a 
town of 541 people on a D&RG narrow gauge spur between Ouray and Montrose. 
However, the RGS was unable to purchase the necessary site for terminal and 
shops from David Wood. Undaunted, Mears and Company bought land for a town 2.7 
miles to the south and called it Dallas Junction - soon to be known as Ridgway 
Junction (after R. M. Ridgway, RGS supervisor), and later Ridgway. Thus, Mears 
figured he saved around $40,000 and another town, Dallas, bit the dust. A similar 
happening was soon to occur near the south end of the line, when the town of 
Dolores sprang up from a construction camp and the community of Big Bend, 1.5 
miles south packed up and moved north. The D&RG line up the Uncompahgre River 
into Dallas was on the east side of the river (approximately the same as the 
present day highway). To connect the Ouray line with the new RGS terminal at 
Ridgway, tne track was moved to the west side of the river, building across the 
Uncompahgre. Grading began out of Ridgway April 14, 1890. Later a two-story 
depot was built there at a cost of $5,000 as a joint RGS and D&RG facility. When 
C. W. Gibbs surveyed the line, he placed it approximately on the old Mears toll line 
along Leopard Creek over Leopard Divide (later Dallas Divide). However, the town 
of Placerville (originally located where Leopard Creek emptied into the San Miguel 
River) could not accommodate all the rail facilities and had to be relocated one 
mile up the San Miguel River. On December 19, 1891, the two ends of the railroad 
met between Rico and Dolores and the RGS ran its first through passenger train 
from Ridgway to Durango on January 2,1892.

When it was finished, the RGS covered 162 miles through some of the most 
magnificent, rugged country in the West, crossing four passes - the highest being
Lizard Head Pass at 10,250 feet - and requiring 142 bridges and trestles. The
longest and highest of the bridges was at milepost 8 & 9 outside of Ridgway at
836.6 feet long and 134 feet high with a 4% grade and a 20° curve. It had a 246.6
foot pile trestle approach on the north, a 388 foot trestle on the south and a 202 



foot Howe deck truss center span. This bridge, though quite an engineering feat, 
was very unsteady and engines were not allowed to exceed 6 miles per hour on it. 
It was said to vibrate so badly when being crossed that water sloshed out of the 
water barrels. It was replaced by a fill in 1903. Of course, the most amazing 
bridging and trestling was found at Ophir with a series of bridges traversing the 
side of Yellow Mountain then crossing the gully to the new townsite of Ophir - two 
miles from the original town of Ophir, then doubling back on the same mountain 
slopes and continuing the grade in the opposite direction high above the line. 
Today, these fantastic structures are gone - gone to time and the elements as is 
the Rio Grande Southern. However, this amazing little railroad survived against 
all odds. When the two ends of track finally met in December, 1891, Otto Mears' 
dream finally came true, by travelling 162 miles on the RGS plus 63 miles on the 
Animas branch of the D&RG and the Silverton railroad, it was now possible to 
avoid the six miles from Albany to Ouray.

As each section was completed, trains started running. With the completion of 
the entire line and the beginning of 1892, trains were running almost around the 
clock. Silver was King! The future looked very bright, the 1892 net earnings were 
in excess of 126 thousand dollars. Less than two years after the completion of the 
RGS, silver was demonetized with the repeal of the Sherman Act and the roof 
caved in. Almost overnight hundreds of mines closed down. With the mines, went 
most of the RGS traffic. Mears lost the RGS to bankruptcy. On August 2, 1893, the 
D&RG took over in receivership. After 34 years, the D&RG had milked all it could 
out of the RGS and was changing much of it's line to standard gauge. Victor A. 
Miller was appointed receiver. When the line was turned over, there was not a 
cent in the treasury, interest on bonds was eight years in default, taxes on its 
property were one and a half years in default, an April, 1929 mudslide split the line 
in half, and the equipment was in disrepair and there were no supplies for repairs. 
Mr. Miller rehabilitated the line as much as possible and with any spare funds put 
in new ties, repaired bridges and rebuilt equipment. Operating expenses were paid 
and no new debts incurred. After his plan for reorganization was opposed, he 
resigned and the railroad went into two more receiverships before its request for 
abandonment was approved in 1951.

If other railroads had problems with the elements, the RGS, because of its 
location, had more. The RGS right-of-way bisected the maximum precipitation 
area of Colorado. All too regularly the Dolores and San Miguel Rivers took its 
tracks in floods. Almost every winter land and snowslides suspended service. The 
1929 mudslide at Ames split and crippled the railroad for more than a year.

But the railroad that should never have been built certainly should never have 
survived. But survive it did and for 60 years! It never prospered but limped along
until 1952. How? In the pre-auto days, the best way to see the sights was a trip
on the "Narrow Gauge Circle." The RGS while in receivership with the D&RG was a
big calling card for this excursion. By 1914, the automobile had cut into business
and the Narrow Gauge Circle" no longer ranked with Yellowstone and the Grand 
Canyon as one of the tourist attractions of the West. The stockyards at 
Placerville, at one time, was the second largest cattle and sheep shipping point in 
the State, being exceeded only by Rifle. Not silver, not gold, but vanadium was a 
major factor in keeping the RGS going. In 1896, Henry Bequerel discovered that 
uranium emitted radiation. In southwestern Colorado, an ore called carnotite 
containing potassium, uranium and vanadate was common. Hundreds of carloads of 
this precious and highly dangerous material - practically all the uranium in the 
world was shipped out on the RGS. In 1923, a richer uranium containing ore called 
pitchblende was discovered in Africa and again the RGS lost out. Then in 1942, 
there was a renewal of interest in vanadium. Under a cover of secrecy, the U.S. 
Army started shipping vanadium out on the RGS. It wasn't until the bombs fell on 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima that people realized the renewed interest in carnotite. 
The RGS was being kept alive with Government loans so that atomic bombs could 
be built.

Finally, it was the innovative rail busses, nicknamed the "Galloping Geese, 
which kept the RGS on the tracks until the early 1950's. In the early 1930's, 



Victor A. Miller, second receiver, was the force behind the building of busses out 
of old automobiles. Three of the Geese were made out of old Buicks and four out of 
old Pierce-Arrows. These strange contraptions carried the mail, cargo and 
passengers for almost twenty years more economically than steam trains. The 
Galloping Goose became the nerald for the RGS until its demise.

In the early 1950's, the RGS was in serious trouble. Many mines had shut down 
and those still operating were shipping by truck. Bad management had lost most of 
the traffic on the railroad including the mail. In 1952, it was declared bankrupt 
and scrapped. There was a grassroots attempt by L. A. Bartholomew of Santa 
Barbara, California, attempted to induce the government to have it saved and 
declared a National Monument. However, without support, this idea never got off 
the ground. Another plan was presented by Robert LeMassena, representing a group 
of RGS minority bond owners, proposed operating the section between Ridgway via 
Telluride to the top of Lizard Head Pass for summer tourist trade. This plan was 
rejected. Isn't that too bad! Just think, if the RGS had been declared a National 
Monument or had been operated as a summer tourist attraction, we could be riding 
the train instead of driving the grade.
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