
 
 

                                 Interbasin Compact Committee Basin Roundtables 
 

Rio Grande Interbasin Roundtable 
 

REVISED AGENDA 
 

April 10, 2012 @ 2:00 – 5:00 P.M. 
 

Ramada Inn, formally Inn of the Rio Grande, East Highway 160 
Alamosa, Colorado 

 
 

  

 Introductions 
 
 Approval of Minutes of March, 2012  

 
 Report from Colorado Division of Water Resources - Craig Cotton 

 
 In Stream Flow - Amy W. Beatie, Esq. Executive  Director, Colorado Water Trust 

 
 Drought & Climate Change - Taryn Hutchins-Cabibi, CWCB Technical Specialist 

 
 “The Hanging Flume – Unaweep – Tabequache Scenic Highway” – Slide Show and 

Talk on the Flume’s Mysterious Past  by Jerald Reid, Historian,                   
Grand  Junction 

                         
 “Water 2012” - Judy Lopez and Leah Opitz 

 
 Report from the Interbasin Compact Committee – Steve Vandiver/Travis Smith 

 
 Update on Oil & Gas Drilling- Rio Grande County  – Dale Wiescamp 

 
 Future Meetings – Topics / Locations  / Site Visits 

 
 Next Meeting Topics 

 
 Adjourn  

 
 
 
 
 

Light Refreshments Will Be Served 
 

Next Meeting: May 8, 2012 
Ramada Inn Formally Inn of the Rio Grande, East Highway 160 

Alamosa, Colorado 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

PAST | HISTORY OF THE HANGING FLUME 

THE HANGING FLUME IS MUCH MORE THAN A CRAZY IDEA AND A WORK OF ENGINEERING ART. IT IS A CRUCIAL 

LINK TO WESTERN EXPANSION AND THE PROMISE OF A NEW, PROFITABLE LIFE. AS RAILROADS MOVED 

WESTWARD, THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION WAS IN FULL SWING CHANGING THIS NATION FOREVER. 

BETWEEN 1875, WHEN THE FIRST MINING CLAIM WAS STAKED TO THE SILVER CRASH OF 1893, COLORADO'S 

GOLD RUSH WAS IN FULL FORCE. THE MOUNTAINS AND HILLS WERE 

SPECKLED WITH EAGER MEN DIGGING FOR THEIR FORTUNE. THE CROWDED MOUNTAINS OF TELLURIDE LEFT 

SOME WONDERING WHAT WAS BEING WASHED AWAY BY THE SAN MIGUEL RIVER – AND WITH THAT THE 

BANKS OF THE SAN MIGUEL RIVER WERE PANNED. WORD SPREAD OF PLACER DEPOSITS ALONG THE RIVERS 

DRAINING FROM THE SAN JUAN MOUNTAINS, AND SOON SOME THIRTY MILES OF THE SAN MIGUEL RIVER 

WERE BEING PANNED. 

THE DISCOVERY:  

THE SAN MIGUEL RIVER AND ITS BURIED FORTUNES NOT ONLY ATTRACTED INDIVIDUALS, BUT COMPANIES 

BACKED BY MONEY FROM THE EAST AND THE GROWING URBAN WEST. ONE SUCH COMPANY WAS THE LONE 

TREE MINING COMPANY SUPPORTED BY WEALTHY INVESTORS FROM SALT LAKE CITY IN UTAH TERRITORY. 

THEY FILED ON SEVERAL CLAIMS ALONG THE DOLORES RIVER BETWEEN 1883 AND 1885. THE NORTHERN-

MOST CLAIM, THE BANCROFT CLAIM, WAS LOCATED JUST 4 MILES DOWNSTREAM FROM THE CONFLUENCE OF 

THE DOLORES AND SAN MIGUEL RIVERS AND WOULD BECOME THE END POINT OF THE HANGING FLUME.  

IN THE BEGINNING, THE LONE TREE MINING COMPANY WORKED THEIR CLAIMS BY 

BUILDING A DITCH AND BEDROCK FLUMES. THEY DIVERTED WATER FROM MESA CREEK. IN 1888, THEY SOLD 

THEIR CLAIMS TO THE MONTROSE PLACER MINING COMPANY, A LARGER, MORE AMBITIOUS COMPANY FROM 

BACK EAST. 

 

 

 



 

 

THE MONTROSE PLACER MINING COMPANY WAS EAGER TO MAKE THEIR FORTUNES. COMPOSED OF INVESTORS 

FROM EAST ST. LOUIS, ILLINOIS THEY QUICKLY REALIZED THEY NEEDED A LARGER, MORE RELIABLE SOURCE OF 

WATER TO MAKE THE BANCROFT CLAIM HIGHLY PROFITABLE. JUST OUT OF REACH FLOWED THE DOLORES AND 

SAN MIGUEL RIVERS. THE SOLUTION WAS HYDRAULIC MINING, AND THAT REQUIRED PRESSURE AND A LOFTY 

PLAN- A FLUME.  

THE IDEA:  

FLUMES HAD BEEN BUILT IN CALIFORNIA FOR YEARS AND OFTEN REQUIRED ONLY MINIMAL SKILLS. IN SOME 

PLACES THE FLUME COULD CONSIST OF A SIMPLE EARTHEN DITCH. TO CROSS ARROYOS AND WASHES, WATER 

COULD BE FUNNELED THROUGH FLUME BOXES SUPPORTED BY TRESTLES. BUT IN THESE CANYONS, MINIMAL 

ENGINEERING SKILL WAS NOT ENOUGH. TO COMPLETE THE ROUTE AT THE PROPER LOW GRADIENT, THE FLUME 

WOULD HAVE TO TRAVERSE SEVEN MILES OF SHEER ROCK WALLS, AT TIMES SUSPENDED HUNDREDS OF FEET 

ABOVE THE RIVER. 

THIS ENORMOUS FEAT NEEDED A SKILLFUL AND EXPERIENCED LEADER, AND THAT LEADER WAS NATHANIEL P. 

TURNER. HIS KNOWLEDGE OF FLUME CONSTRUCTION TURNED THE LOFTY PLAN INTO A REALITY. 

THE BUILDERS:  

WITH SUCH A LARGE TASK AT HAND, FINDING MEN TO DO THE ACTUAL ‘GRUNT WORK’ AND CONSTRUCTION 

WAS EASY, BUT FINDING SOMEONE WITH THE NECESSARY SKILLS TO ENGINEER THE FLUME WAS DIFFICULT. THE 

HANGING FLUME NEEDED A SKILLFUL AND EXPERIENCED LEADER, AND THAT LEADER WAS NATHANIEL P. 

TURNER. HIS KNOWLEDGE OF FLUME CONSTRUCTION TURNED THE LOFTY PLAN INTO A REALITY. WE HAVE NO 

PICTURES AND ONLY THE BAREST CLUES ABOUT HIS LIFE. WE DO KNOW THAT HE WAS A SHAREHOLDER IN THIS 

BUSINESS VENTURE. HOPEFULLY SOMEWHERE, SOMEBODY KNOWS MORE ABOUT HIM. 

CONSTRUCTION:  

THE FLUME WAS CONSTRUCTED USING EARTHEN AND WOODEN CANALS, WOODEN BENTS AND A WOODEN BOX 

THAT WERE SECURED TOGETHER BY IRON RODS AND FASTENERS. WITHOUT PHOTOGRAPHS, ENGINEERED 

DRAWINGS OR WRITTEN ACCOUNTS OF THE FLUME’S CONSTRUCTION, EXPERTS CAN 

ONLY SPECULATE ON HOW IT WAS BUILT. IN 2004, A GROUP OF SCIENTISTS SET OUT TO UNRAVEL A COMPLEX 

AND FASCINATING STORY WITH DIMENSIONS THAT WENT FAR BEYOND ORDINARY TECHNICAL QUESTIONS. IT IS 

ESTIMATED THAT 25 MEN WORKED ON THE FLUME AND USED LOCAL MATERIALS. THE IRON RODS WERE 

CUSTOM SHAPED ON-SITE BY HAND. THE WOOD FOR THE BEAMS AND TRESTLES WAS LOGGED FROM NEARBY 

PINE FLATS IN UTAH AND CARPENTER RIDGE IN COLORADO. 

 

 



 

 

TO REACH THE WATER PRESSURE NECESSARY TO ADEQUATELY MINE THE PLACER DEPOSITS, THE HANGING 

FLUME HAD TO ACHIEVE A .17% GRADE – THAT'S ONLY A 90 FOOT DROP OVER THE NEAR 10 MILE LONG FLUME. 

WITHOUT TODAY’S SOPHISTICATED EQUIPMENT, WE CAN ONLY SPECULATE THAT THEY USED TRIANGULATION 

TO STAY ON TRACK. MANY MYSTERIES REMAIN, AND INVESTIGATION CONTINUES INTO THE WONDER THAT IS 

THE HANGING FLUME.  

FATE OF THE FLUME: 

BUILT OVER THE COURSE OF THREE YEARS, FROM 1889 TO 1891, IT FUNCTIONED FOR ANOTHER THREE YEARS 

AS VARIOUS OWNERS STRUGGLED TO TURN A PROFIT. 

 

AFTER MONTROSE PLACER MINING COMPANY WENT OUT OF BUSINESS, NATHANIEL TURNER AND HIS NEW 

COMPANY, VIXEN ALLUVIAL GOLD MINING COMPANY (VIXEN), ATTEMPTED TO EXTEND THE FLUME TO THE 

OTHER THREE MINING CLAIMS DOWNSTREAM, BUT THEY WERE UNDER-FUNDED AND UNSUCCESSFUL. 

 

THE END OF THE VENTURE WAS SEALED WITH “THE PANIC OF ‘93” WHEN WALL STREET FUTURES CAME 

TUMBLING DOWN IN 1893. JUST LIKE TODAY, THE EFFECTS OF WALL STREET ENCOMPASSED THE ENTIRE 

NATION INCLUDING COLORADO’S WESTERN FRONTIER. IN THE END, THE HANGING FLUME WAS CONSIDERED A 

FAILURE. IT WAS LEFT HANGING ON THE SANDSTONE CANYON WALLS, AND ALL THAT REMAINS IS WHAT YOU 

SEE TODAY. 

 


