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Railroads of Colorado 
Take a trip through Colorado’s historic towns on its fabled  
railroad lines in Farcountry’s newest release, Railroads of Colorado: 
Your Guide to Colorado’s Historic Trains and Railway Sites.

Hop aboard and join author Claude Wiatrowski as he details 
Colorado’s historic railroad legacy, from the first primitive 
railroad line, to modern-day marvels such as the Pike’s Peak Cog 
Railway. Railroads of Colorado is the definitive guide to Colorado’s 
rail history, and features historical black-and-white and color 
photographs.

“I am amazed at the impossible places to which Colorado’s 
railroads were built,” said author Claude Wiatrowski. “In much 
of the west, railroads followed relatively gentle river valleys while 
Colorado’s many railroads crossed craggy mountain passes again 
and again. Standing on an old mountainous railroad pass, I can 
always imagine these people and marvel at what they did.”

Colorado’s railroads lead to the development of many mountain 
towns. In fact, many of the towns that exist to this day were once 
only accessed by railway.

“The steam cars reached everywhere in Colorado’s mountains—many towns were served by two or more railroads,” 
Wiatrowski noted. “Though most of the railroads are long gone, Colorado’s mountains would be a much lonelier place 
had the railroads not been built.”

Many towns embrace the rich history of railroads from a time long gone. Some of the antique lines still run today and 
provide opportunities for modern day adventurers to step back in time.

Wiatrowski writes:

“There were railroads projected but never started; railroads graded but on which rail was never laid; a railroad that 
ran only a single train; standard-gauge and narrow-gauge railroads; railroads with conventional and geared steam 
locomotives; an electrically powered railroad; a railroad that included “and San Juan” in its name but never got there 
because steep winding high railroads; railroads that snaked over switchbacks; and railroads that undulated around 
hairpin loops of track.
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Suddenly, the American West was in danger of losing a great treasure—a microcosm of all the western mountain 
railroads—not just a museum re-creation, but the real thing.”

Railroads of Colorado is available at local bookstores and gift shops, through online retailers, or from Farcountry  
Press at 1.800.821.3874, www.farcountrypress.com.

About the Author
Claude Wiatrowski has written or provided photos for several books on Colorado history. 
An avid railroad enthusiast, he has a Ph.D. in electrical engineering and is interested in all 
aspects of the history of technology. In addition to writing books, Dr. Wiatrowski produces 
videos on historic railroads. His productions have won him Telly and Teddy awards and 
one was selected by the Library of Congress Local Legacies Program.

For an interview, please contact the author at: trainclaude@earthlink.net.

About Farcountry Press
Celebrating its 32nd year in 2012, the award-winning publisher specializes in softcover and hardcover color 
photography books showcasing the nation’s cities, states, national parks, and wildlife. Farcountry also publishes  
several popular children’s series, as well as guidebooks, cookbooks, and regional history titles nationwide.

The staff produces about 15 books annually; the backlist has grown to more than 300 titles.

For more information visit, www.farcountrypress.com, or call: 800.821.3874.

For a press kit (cover image, interior photos, review copy), contact Heather Ripkey, sales assistant,  
heather@farcountrypress.com, 406.422.1267.

Take a peek inside

In 1971, my wife, Margaret, 
and I were determined to 
explore at least some of the 
Four Corners region of Col-
orado, Utah, Arizona, and 
New Mexico. We were grad-
uate students at the Univer-
sity of Arizona and hadn’t 
had the time or money to 
explore more than Tucson, 
where we went to school. 
We could reasonably expect 
to move somewhere else in the country for employ-
ment and wanted to experience the West before we left.
 I had heard there was a narrow-gauge steam train 
in Durango, Colorado. Like most young boys of the 
1950s, I had been infatuated with trains, so I wanted 
to see this one. We arrived too late in the day to ride it, 
but a railroad employee suggested we make the three-
hour drive to Chama, New Mexico, to see its railroad 
facilities. I had never heard of Chama, but our railroad 
friend was very insistent. Since we had nothing planned 
for the rest of the day, Margaret and I headed east to-
ward Chama.
 We found a quiet, charming small town, a vision 
right out of the Old West. Guessing the direction of 
the railroad yards, we quickly crossed narrow-gauge 
tracks bordered by a stock pen. How long must it have 
been since livestock were carried in these narrow-gauge 
trains? I could only imagine, and wondered why the 
pens were still intact. Soon we could see diminutive 
railroad cars lined up through the trees—wooden cars 
from the last century—a sea of little cars.
 Most remnants of the steam-locomotive era had 
disappeared from Chicago by the time I was growing 

up there. Besides, my par-
ents were not in the habit of 
frequenting railroad yards. 
But on this clear, spring day, 
all those miniatures I had 
seen in Model Railroader 
magazine were here, almost 
full size and standing right in 
front of me. I had never seen 
trains this small. Their tiny 
size gave this place a charm 
I did not expect from a rail-

road yard. We drifted through the area not believing 
our eyes. There was a water tank to quench the thirst of 
steam locomotives and a coal tipple to deliver the food 
they burned in their bellies. Two stalls of a roundhouse, 
once host to sizzling iron horses, stood silently. Steam 
locomotives littered the area. There were two rotary 
snowplows, giant steam-powered snow blowers, a pile 
driver, other odd equipment I did not recognize, and 
what seemed like hundreds of tiny freight cars. We were 
window-shopping in a huge model train store except 
everything was real.
 With the street and its modern automobiles out 
of sight, you couldn’t tell if it was 1940, 1920, or 1900. 
I later learned that we were witness to both a birth 
and a death. The last narrow-gauge steam-powered 
freight trains had chugged through Chama about 
three years earlier. This century-old railroad yard and 
the sixty-plus miles of track east over the mountains 
to Antonito, Colorado, had just been saved by the 
state governments of Colorado and New Mexico. Un-
fortunately, much of the narrow gauge had also just  
been lost—the mainline to Durango and Farmington,  
the repair shops at Alamosa, a huge cache of historic  

Introduction

Facing page: Narrow-gauge track strikes out south from Silverton through the canyon of the Animas River.

Inset: Crewmembers of the Cumbres & Toltec lean into the curve at Los Pinos loop.

A Magical Place
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electric trolley cars—circled the District and provided 
everyday transportation for the masses there, as they 
did in most of the United States. The District had 
two interurban lines. The low line connected Cripple 
Creek to Victor via Anaconda and Elkton. The high 
line perched on top of Gold Hill between Cripple 
Creek and Victor, but its trolleys rolled through 
Goldfield, Independence, and Midway. Commuting 
was as simple as stepping on a trolley car high in the 
Colorado Rockies.

Trains to Everywhere
Maps don’t do justice to the intricacies of the railroads 
on Gold Hill. With three railroad companies and two 
trolley lines, tracks were a tangled maze, reminiscent 

of a major railroad center like Chicago and not a re-
mote mountain niche. As many as fifty-eight passenger 
trains polished the rails between Cripple Creek and 
Victor each day. Supposedly, one could buy a ticket 
to Paris at the Cripple Creek depot—including the 
steamship coupons!
 Railroads were the life-blood of the District. The 
Florence & Cripple Creek Railroad arrived in 1894, 
threading its way up Phantom Canyon, forty miles 
from Florence to Victor. Also called the “Gold Belt 
Line,” it featured through Pullman cars to Denver on 
its narrow-gauge rails. The District’s other two rail-
roads were to be standard gauge.
 The Colorado Midland was already serving the 
hamlet of Divide with a railroad line from Colorado 

Above: Orange-tinged aspen surround a mine headframe as the little Cripple Creek & Victor train chugs past. Five hundred 
million dollars of gold, typically valued at twenty dollars per ounce, was extracted from Gold Hill. 

Facing page: The First Baptist Church of Victor stands ready to save souls in a city that once had many more saloons than 
churches. Facing a difficult existence, miners found solace in the Lord or in alcohol.
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ever. As the twentieth century dawned, the precious-
metal mines of Colorado started their long, slow slide 
to oblivion. Smelters cut back production, or closed 
completely, and the demand for coke never met ex-
pectations. The need for coal to power engines pulling 
trains to Colorado’s dying mining camps also declined. 
To add to the woes of the valley, labor strife surfaced 
in the strikes of 1903 and 1913. World War I brought 
a short-lived surge in demand, but it was not enough 
to save the industry. 
 Most of Pueblo’s steel had gone to manufacture 
railroad rails. As the Great Depression settled over 
the country, many railroad lines were torn up, caus-
ing Pueblo’s production of new rail to cease. By the 
1930s, most of the mines in the Purgatoire valley were 
closed. Tercio survived for three decades after min-
ing ended, but it was never the same. A brief attempt 
at agriculture saw trains hauling lettuce to market; 

timber and livestock were also shipped. It was a far 
cry from the favorable first years of the century, but 
the railroad did survive—barely.
 World War II caused a resurgence of demand for 
coal, and the railroad prospered. In 1951, the track 
to Tercio down the south fork of the Purgatoire was 
removed, due to a decline in coal traffic. Postwar 
consumer demand for automobiles and appliances 
was booming, however, and the Colorado & Wyo-
ming was extended westward down the north fork to 
the new Allen Mine near Stonewall. Eventually, the 
Maxwell Mine was also developed nearby. Starting 
in 1971, unit trains of coal began to drop down the 
valley. These unit trains, which are trains that remain 
assembled in a single unit, were loaded as they moved 
through a silo and then routed directly to the Pueblo 
steel mill without any intermediate switching of cars. 
The future looked bright for both the coal mines and 
the Colorado & Wyoming, but mining would come 
full circle yet again. In the last decades of the twen-
tieth century, the mines closed, the sounds of trains 
no longer echoed off the hills, and the valley returned 
yet again to peaceful slumber in the shadow of the 
Culebra Range.

Coal along the Crystal 
The Crystal River valley, south of Carbondale, is 
flanked by the Elk Mountains. In less than forty 
miles, almost every variant of Colorado mountain 
railroading was once represented. There were rail-
roads projected but never started; railroads graded 
but on which rail was never laid; a railroad that ran 
only a single train; standard-gauge and narrow-gauge 
railroads; railroads with conventional and geared 
steam locomotives; an electrically powered railroad; 
a railroad that included “and San Juan” in its name 
but never got there; steep winding high railroads; 
railroads that snaked over switchbacks; and railroads 
that undulated around hairpin loops of track.
 Coal and marble deposits encouraged railroad 
schemers to tap the Crystal River country as early as 
the 1880s. Paper railroads were created in the minds 
of entrepreneurs but were never built. Miles of grade 
were expensively constructed, but steel was never laid 
on them. The Aspen & Western Railway completed 
a thirteen-mile line to a coal mine. Unfortunately, 

The Trinidad Dam flooded the original Colorado & Wyoming 
line near the river. A ten-mile relocation circumvented the 
Trinidad Reservoir and took trains though this one-hundred-
foot-deep cut.

 In late 1900, Colorado Fuel & Iron built a stan-
dard-gauge railroad, the Southern Division of the 
Colorado & Wyoming Railway, to carry coal. Not 
all coal would be shipped in its original form on the 
Colorado & Wyoming. As quickly as mines at Valdez 
and Primero made coal available, it was converted to 
coke at the huge ovens in Segundo. Trains carried the 
coke to Pueblo to make steel.
 Those who rode the train from Trinidad to Se-
gundo could listen to the voices of some of its other 
passengers, new miners fresh from the Old World, 
and hear Spanish, Italian, and a half dozen other 
languages. The Colorado & Wyoming’s passenger 
train was called the “Spaghetti Flyer” because of all 
those Italian voices. Hundreds of immigrants and 
their families sought their fortunes in the coal mines 
of southern Colorado. During the day, smoke from 
the coke ovens muted the sun. At night, the ovens’ 
red glow challenged the darkness. Always, there was 

noise—the chugging of locomotives tugging stubborn 
coal cars, the squealing of railroad car wheels sliding 
around sharp curves, the whirring of the machinery 
of the industrial revolution. 
 The railroad was extended down the south fork 
of the Purgatoire to reach Tercio by March 1902. By 
April, coal was already being mined there. Mines were 
also poked into the earth at Cuatro, Quinto, and Sexto. 
Company towns were built. Homes, company stores, 
libraries, and schools lined the valley. An annual pic-
nic train became the high point of the valley for school 
children. Two mine rescue cars delivered emergency 
equipment to the mouths of mines when disaster 
struck. Disaster did sometimes strike, and the valley 
had more than its share of widows and orphans.
 Between 1901 and 1908, Colorado Fuel & Iron 
established seven coal mines along the river, anticipat-
ing the sale of coal to railroads and coke to smelters. 
All this optimistic construction was a mistake, how-

Ruins of coke ovens are precious little reminders of the once-thriving community of Tercio. The mining company built 151 
homes, a huge company store, a school, and a social club, all at almost eight thousand feet above sea level. Passenger trains 
served Tercio, coming and going twice each day.

By one measure, the 
Rio Grande’s nar-
row-gauge empire 
reached its zenith in 
1890. Tiny locomo-
tives scurried over 
eighteen hundred 
miles of track. Nar-
row-gauge trains 
could travel from 
Denver south to 
Trinidad, southwest to Durango, and west 
to Salt Lake City. Although three feet between 
rails was considered narrow gauge in most of 
the United States, it had become the de-fac-
to standard of the Colorado mountains. It’s 
no wonder other mountain railroads chose 
to follow the Rio Grande’s lead and enable 
their trains to directly connect with its vast 
network of three-foot-gauge track.

The Narrow-Gauge Circle
With the settlement of the “Royal Gorge War,” 
the Rio Grande quickly reached Salida. There 
the tracks would split. The line for Tennessee 
Pass struck out to the north, while the track 
west crested Marshall Pass. Both lines would 

eventually reach Salt 
Lake City. Trains on 
the former arrived 
on practical stan-
dard-gauge track, 
while trains on the 
latter would arrive 
on narrow-gauge 
rails, a technology 
destined to decline. 
 The tentacles of 

the Rio Grande’s narrow-gauge track quickly 
encircled the southwestern mountains. One 
route sprouted from Salida, the other from 
Alamosa. Rails west of Salida reached Gun-
nison by 1881, the same year that rails from 
Alamosa reached Durango. By 1882, rails con-
tinued west from Gunnison to Grand Junc-
tion, while rails north of Durango reached 
Silverton. A branch line south from Mon-
trose to Ridgway and Ouray was completed 
in 1887. The track west from Salida bordered 
the southwestern mountains to the north, 
while the line west from Alamosa bordered 
the south. In 1890, a connecting link was 
forged between Salida and Alamosa as the 
rails over Poncha Pass were completed. A 

Facing page: Passengers on the Narrow-Gauge Circle rode behind locomotives smaller than this Rio Grande 
loco, which is on display near Cimarron.

Inset: A rickety trestle still stands where the sounds of Creede’s saloons once rang up the canyon.
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