
Early History of Delta County

(By ADAH PRICE)

The beginnings of our known his-
tory as a state date back to the first
half of the sixteenth century, when
Spanish explorers first crossed part

of the present State of Colorudo.
Later French explorers ventured into
the wilds, and a part of Colorado was

for a long time a possession of
France, but Western Colorado, of
which Delta county is a part, be-
longed to Spain until New Spain, as

Mexico was then called, rebelled in
the early part of the nineteenth cen-
tury and Mexico became the owner

of this territory.

When the Republic of Texas came
in existence about fifteen years

later, after a brief war with Mexico,

she claimed New Mexico and about
two-thirds of Colorado. This terri-
tory Texas held when admitted to the
Union in 1845. The war with Mexico,

1846-48, made Colorado a part of the
United States, but this was formally

bought from Texas with other west-
ern territory in 1850.

While the colonies on the Atlantic
were making the struggle for liberty,

it is delightful to remember that those
picturesque and intrepid adventurers,

the Spaniards, were traversing our
country and that their daring is per-

petuated in some of our geographic

names.
The first white man that is known

to have reached the Gunnison Valley

came byway of the Uncompahgre
Valley. He had gone to the San Juan
region in search of gold. This was in
1761.

In 1773 Father Junipero Serra
sought to establish a road from Sante
Fe to his missions in California. In
pursuance of this plan, in 1776. Father
Francisco Escalante traversed this
valley, reaching the Gunnison, by

means of the Uncompahgre Valley.

At this time the Indians called the
Gunnison the Tomiche, but Escalante
named it the San Javier. A creek
and canyon in the western part of the
county bear his name.

No settlements were made by these
early explorers. There are no fur-
ther records of their travels. The next
record states that in the 2(Vs Antoine
Roubldeaux traversed this part of
Colorado and in the 30's built a trad-
ing post on the Gunnison river near
the mouth of Roubideaux creek. He
lived here several years, but became
unpopular with the Indians and they

burned bis buildings and stockade.
However, In tbe early 80’s there were
yet remaining some of the stones of
his old hut and stockade. Early set-

tiers knew what these ruins were.
Probably learned the fact from the
Indians.

The first American to leave an im-
press on the county was Capt. John
Gunnison, who was sent out by the
government to find a route for a rail-
road and travelled through this valley

and down the Gunnison river in 1853.
He is supposed to have made a camp
on the Hutchison ranch down the
Gunnison river about five miles. He
was later killed in Utah.

The territory of Colorado was or-
ganized in 1861, consisting of 17 coun-
ties. One of these was Lake County,

of which Delta County was a part to-
gether with the rest of the Western
Slope. The county seat of Lake was
Oroville, later known as Deadville.

Gunnison County was set out from
Lake County in 1877 and included
Delta County. Delta County was seg-

regated from Gunnison February 11,

1883.
This county was a part of the Ute

Reservation. The Indians were re-
moved in September, 1881. A town
company had been formed with Gov-
ernor Crawford of Grand Junction as
the moving spirit, and in December,
1881, the town of Delta was platted by

Samuel Wade, but the town itself was

not begun until the spring of 1882.
It was first called Uncompahgre, but
later was called Delta because of the
resemblance of the plat of the town
site to the Greek letter Delta.

The first house built within the
present townsite of Delta belonged to
George Moody, who came in before
the Indians went out and piloted the
soldiers about the county. The house
is standing at this date near the old
fair grounds (1921), on land now be-
longing to I. M. McMurray, who pur-

chased it from George Moody.

Thomas Overbay used to tell inter-
esting tales of his adventures in the
valley before the Indians went out.

The government forbade white set-
tlers coming in before the Indians
were removed, but Mr. Overbay was

of an adventurous spirit and anxious
to spy out the land for himself, so

came in by night. He found a loca-
tion a few miles up the Gunnison
which suited him and he determined
to remain. He had to evade both the
soldiers and the Indians, and had to
get his food and cook it by night and
hide by day in the underbrush, which
at that time lined the banks of the
river. He was successful and took up
the .land he had selected. Since his
death it is occupied by his family.

Among the earliest settlers were R.
S. Kelso, J. F. Cole and S. Huffington,
Henry Hammond and Thomas Vick-

ers. The former were cattlemen, com-
ing in in 1881, and some of them are
still owners of herds that graze the
Uncompahgre Plateau.

Other cattlemen of those early days
were A. L. Botsford, Koehler, Levi
and Ross Wilmot, Duke Brothers,
George Miller, Rogers, Aaron Clough.

Isham Stephens, Enos Hotchkiss, the
Mahers, Savages, Barro\vs, Hartman
and Mclntyre, also Ed Chreighton.

The first ditch was taken out by Otis
Standish, who owned a large tract of
land on Garnet Mesa. This ditch was
afterwards known as the Garnet Mesa
ditch and was filed upon November
30, 1881, by Otis Standish, S. B.
Crockett, T. L. Eggleston, Thomas
Hannum, and taken out of the Un-
compahgre river near a point speci-
fied as “the ford and about half a
mile from Ben Gheeu’s cabin.” This
ditch was incorporated later in 1883.

A prominent settler of the county

was Samuel Wade, who founded Pa-
onia in September, 1881, and planted

the first orchard there in 1882. Asso-
ciated with him was W. A. Clark.
This same year Enos Hotchkiss plant-

ed an orchard at Hotchkiss and about
the same time one was set out in
North Delta by Mr. Spar.

Early settlers of the Surface Creek
country were the Kennicotts and
Teachouts, and James Zaninetti, Cap-
tain Spalding and Richard Forrest,

who planted the first alfalfa in that
section.

Pioneers of Read were Capt. Henry,

Lambert and the Seeley brothers.
Among the earliest settlers of the

town of Delta were Henry Hammond.
Levi Scheid, W. O. Stephens, George

Moody. W. M. Crotser, I .J. Barker,

A. C. Butler. William Mathers, I. M.
and George Conklin, R. M. and I. M.
McMurray. S. Huffington, Thomas
Vickers, Gael Hastings. George Me-
Granahan. A. R.' King, Ed Kellogg and
T. H. McGranahan. Stephen Ingersoll

settled on a ranch at Dominguez.

The railroad service began in Delta
in the fall of 1882. The first bridge

in the county was built across the
Gunnison at Delta in 1882. In the
same year one was laid across the
North Fork at Hotchkiss. Both of

these bridges went out in the high
water of 1884. A ferry w§s after-
wards operated at Delta for several
years and andther near the present
state bridge. were in use in
1885-86-87-88-89.

A postoffice was established at

Delta in January, 1888, antedating the
one at Grand Junction. The first
county officers were appointed by the
governor after the organization of the

county in 1883. The commissioners
were Samuel Wade, Enos Hotchkiss
and A. E. Kirkbride, clerk and re-
corder; Ed Kellogg, treasurer; T. H.
McGranahan, county judge; W. A. Me-
Dougall, surveyor* William Marcy,
county superintendent of schools;
George Merchant, present county as-

sessor; coroner, W. O. Stephens. The
assessed valuation of the county in
1883 was $450,964.82. The valuation
in 1920 was $19,071,455.

The first home of the county of-
ficials was an old log structure which
stood on tbe corner of Aimer ¦ and
Third streets, where the White garage
is now located. It was built in the
rudest fashion, as the logs stood on
end. Afterwards a county building, a

small frame, was built on the corner
of Third and Main streets, where the
Western Colorado Power Company

has its offices.
The. patent for the land on which

Delta stands was given in 1886 and
presented to the town of Delta. A. R.
King was at that time mayor and be-
came the custodian. The first school
war started by the efforts of Geuigu
Moody and was financed by subscrip-
tions, as at that time there were no
public funds available for the pur-
pose. Mrs. A. W. Carr was the first
teacher.

The first paper of the county was
the Delta Chief, founded in March,
1883, by Robert Blair. The Laborer,
the predecessor of the Tribune, was

founded in 1890 by R. J. Coffey and
C. M. Snyder.

Among the pioneers in fruit raising
were Mr. Coburn of North Fork and
George McGranahan, who had a fine
orchard in bearing on Garnet Mesa in
1890. His ranch now belongs to Mr.'
Wilkinson.

Among the men who left a perma- j
nent impress on the county was P. M.
Condit. who was responsible more
than any other individual for the fine
system of schools of the county. Mr.
Condit came to Delta from Ohio in

1886. He was a graduate of Oberlin
College and a man of high attain-
ments. His ideals were high and re-

sulted in the graduation of the first
high school pupils on the Western
Slope in June, 1889. The class con-;
sisted of two pupils. Jacob Cowen of
Hotchkiss and Adah McMurray of
Delta.

The outstanding tragedies of the ¦
county were two. The first occurred
in the summer of 1893, when the •
Farmers and Merchants Bank was i
robbed by the McCarty men, and A.
L. Blatchley. cashier, was murdered.
A. A. Wolbert was assistant cashier
at the time and witnessed the murder.

The shots aroused the town and as

the men on horseback raced for the
Gunnison river bridge, Ray Simpson,

a fine shot, killed two of them. The
third made his escape, though a posse
of men scoured the hills for him. The j
men had laid their plans carefully. I
working their way through the rough

A few years ago, before the assurance of the building of the Gunnison

tunnel by the United States Government, land in this vicinity would hardly

support n prairie dog

country from Western Utah. It must
be said here, however, that the son
of the first man shot gave his life for
his father. When the younger man,

who was ahead, heard the shot he
stopped his horse, and seeing that his
father had fallen he raced back to his
assistance. It was then he was shot.
He would probably have escaped as

his uncle did had he cared to leave his
father to his fate.

In August. 1900. William Womack, a

prominent rancher of the Tongue

Creek country, visited the Grand Mesa
I lakes for a little flsliin'g. The Surface
Creek Ditch and Reservoir Company

i had originally owned the rights to

these public utilities, hut had sold
them to Mr. Radcliffe. a wealthy Eng-

| lishman. Mr. Alexander and Richard
Forrest had also sold him the ranch
and holdings which they possessed.

Originally the ranchmen had retained
their right to fish in the lakes during

the season, hut through chicanery had
been legally defrauded of this right.
Being true Americans, they were

! ready to fight for their rights.

Mr. Radcliffe had hired a man by
the name of Mehaney to guard the
lakes and prevent anyone fishing

there without a permit. Mr. Womack
believed himself to be exercising his

I rights and on reaching the lakes start-

ed to fish. The man shot and killed
the ranchman, then hurriedly left the
lakes and came down and gave him-
self up to the authorities.

The people of the county were wild
with anger and determined to lynch
the man. The next night after the
murder the crowd reached the court-

house. where they believed the mur-
Iderer to bo secreted. A guard had
I been posted about the building and
for some time, four men circled the

building, each pair in opposite direc-
tions.

However, by a clever ruse, when
the four men reached the same spot,

their attention was arrested and in
the brief respite given the sheriff,

Tom Smith, had rushed the man to a
waiting carriage and he was safe
from lynch law. Mehaney was later
tried and given a short sentence.

Later the angry men returned to

the lakes and burnt all buildings and
everything possible belonging to Rad-
clifTe. Afterward this was paid for,

however, for Rad cliffe was a British
subject and the United States had to
pay him 50.000 for the damage done
his property.

The material for this sketch of the
flrHt twenty years of Delta county

history has been collected with much
pleasure. I wish to thank Mrs. W. D.
Himes. Mr. Ernest Clack. Mr. George

Merchant, Mr. Thomas Vickers, Mr.
R. D. Kelso and Mr. Richard Forrest
for the valuable Information fur-
nished me.

The Fred E. Willits ranch this year
cultivated 45 acres of land, of which
11 acres planted to wheat will yield

30 bushels per acre, five acres in
oats will yield 60 bushels per acre,

five acres In potatoes will yield 150
sacks, four acres in beets yielding

15 tons. 15 acres in alfalfa yielding

45 tons, one acre of green beans
yielding three tons which brought

SSO per ton at place for Delta can-
ning factory.

Have you reserved your copies of
the big Harvest Number of the Inde-
pendent? It is a handsome souvenir
and you will be surprised to learn of
the advantages all about you. The
price is 10 cents.

COUNTRY HOME OF FRED E. WILLITS—PEACH VALLEY
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The oldest and largest National Bank in Delta County. Twenty-one years under one management
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