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A Note From the Editors:
If you hang around the Town of Telluride for enough time you’ll invariably
cross paths with folks who are utterly taken with the town’s charm. It soon
becomes clear that these individuals are not just smitten by the almost
overwhelming natural beauty of the place or its friendly and welcoming local
residents. You will come to realize that for many people, the primary ingredient
that makes Telluride so charming is its authentic historic character. And it’s true;
the town is absolutely brimming with a sense of history. But it’s also important
to remember that, as with pretty much everything, this charm has happened for
a reason.
On July 4, 1961, Telluride, along with a few other once-booming mining towns
in Colorado, was designated a National Historic Landmark District. This, in some
ways, was the result of opportunity bumping into luck with a dash of foresight
mixed in. By the early ‘60s, Telluride’s mining industry was limping along on its
last legs. The population in the town had dwindled to a few hundred residents.
Salvation wouldn’t ride in on skis for almost another decade. But, the one thing
Telluride had in abundance was history. Particularly in its built landscape. As it
turned out, the area’s boom and bust cycles created the perfect environment for
a wide array of historical buildings to survive through the decades. Telluride’s
residents were often literally living in history - buildings that helped tell the story
of Colorado’s rise to economic prosperity through mining, structures that recalled
the town’s role in the early labor rights movement, and edifices that stood as
monuments of incredible feats of innovation that would literally help electrify
the country. The 1961 designation ensured that this rich history was recognized
and protected.
From this beginning, the primary reason for the town’s current historic
charm has been dedication. In the early 1970s, when development pressure from
the growing ski area began to threaten Telluride’s historic structures, the town
government stepped in and established a historic preservation commission
dedicated to ensuring their survival. As the standards and tenets of historic
preservation in the country evolved and became more detailed, the historic
preservation commission - eventually rechristened the Historic and Architectural
Review Commission or HARC - and the Town’s Planning and Building (and
eventual Preservation) Department staff dedicated themselves to learning
about and applying the shifting criteria to help shape the town’s development
in a way that highlighted Telluride’s historic built environment. Time and again,
local residents have dedicated themselves to the town’s preservation efforts by
attending meetings to voice their support of projects and passing ballot measures
to ensure the funding and resources needed to save critically threatened historic
structures such as the Museum building. While the initial landmark designation
might have arrived from the confluence of luck, opportunity, and foresight,
the maintenance of this honor is largely owed to effort, appreciation, and,
indeed, dedication.
As we celebrate the 60th anniversary of Telluride’s designation as a National
Historic Landmark District, we hope you will take a moment to fully appreciate
the town’s abundant historic charm, and we hope this journal and the stories
contained within can serve as a starting point to that end. Ultimately, though,
because there are few places where history jumps to life as vividly as Telluride, the
best way to really connect with the town’s historic character is to experience it. Go
out and explore Telluride’s history. You won’t regret it.
Sincerely,
Jonna Wensel
Historic Preservation Director,
Town of Telluride

TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

Kiernan Lannon
Executive Director,
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TELLURIDE’S DESIGNATION
as a National Historic Landmark

By Christine Whitacre, Program Manager, National Park Service, Intermountain Region.
The National Historic Landmark district was based extensively on the 1986 and 1987 Telluride Historic Architecture
Surveys prepared by Christine Whitacre and R. Laurie Simmons, Front Range Research Associates, Inc.
National Historic Landmarks are an elite group. While there
are more than 87,000 properties listed on the National Register of
Historic Places — America’s official list of historic properties — only
about 3% of those are National Historic Landmarks. Properties listed
on the National Register are sites that are important at the state or
local level. By contrast, National Historic Landmarks are places that
are nationally significant, and that exemplify events that shaped our
national history. Monticello, Mount Vernon, the homes of Kit Carson
and Martin Luther King, the Alamo, the Apollo Mission Control
Center, the Empire State Building, Graceland, the Air Force Academy,
Bear Butte, and Taos Pueblo are all National Historic Landmarks.
Each of these places is an exceptional representation of an important
chapter of American history, reflecting such wide-ranging stories as
our nation’s founders, the culture of Native American peoples, the
Santa Fe Trail, civil rights, westward expansion, space exploration,
and rock-and-roll music. Telluride joined this preeminent group
of America’s most special places in 1961, when it was designated a
National Historic Landmark as one of the most important places
associated with mining history in the United States.
No historic event had a more significant impact on the settlement
of the Rocky Mountain West than the progressive cascade of mining
strikes that occurred during the nineteenth-century. The Pike’s Peak
Gold Rush of the late 1850s, which came on the heels of the 1849
California Gold Rush, was followed in the 1870s by the discovery of
gold in the the Black Hills. Shortly thereafter, gold and silver strikes
in several areas of Colorado, including the San Juan Mountains
began. The mining rush was soon followed by a land rush, as people
flocked to the Rocky Mountain West to take advantage of the
economic opportunities of mining and its support industries. In the
mineral-rich mountain areas, mining led to the creation of towns,
camps, and industrial complexes of mines, mills and processing
plants. Even in areas removed from the mining centers, the boom
triggered the development of railroads and roads, urban centers,
logging operations, and farming communities to supply the financial
systems, supply chains, food, timber, and people needed to support
the industry. Mining’s effect on Western settlement, as well as the
cultural and physical landscape of the West, was profound — not the
least of which was the devastating impact on Native American people
and their displacement. Telluride, which grew to be a major mining
district within just a few years after the discovery of silver in 1875, is a
microcosm of this Western mining history.
Telluride was one of the earlier designations in the Landmarks
program, created even before the passage of the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966, the legislation that is the foundation for
America’s preservation program. Each National Historic Landmark
is designated by the Secretary of the Interior, based upon the
recommendation of the National Park System Advisory Board, the
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same group that makes recommendations for new National Parks.
In fact, the standards for national significance for Landmarks are
identical to those for National Parks. The National Park Service,
which is within the Department of Interior, is the federal agency that
administers the National Historic Landmark program. Telluride’s
designation was made by Stewart Udall, who served as Secretary
of the Interior (1961-1969) under both Presidents John F. Kennedy
and Lyndon Baines Johnson. Doyle Duncan, the mayor of Telluride,
represented the town during the designation process. Three years
later, the bronze Landmark plaque was presented to the town, and
received by Duncan’s successor Mayor Gustafson.
These were the early years of the Landmark program, reflected
in the relative simplicity of the designation documentation. Indeed,
the case for Telluride’s national significance is summarized in just a
few paragraphs. Following the initial strikes in 1875, the designation
form notes, the town grew slowly at first, but “after the Denver and
Rio Grande Southern reached the town in 1890 and the ore could be
shipped out by rail instead of burro, or wagon train, it grew rapidly.
At the peak of the boom with the Smuggler, Liberty Bell, Alta, Black
Bear, Tomboy and other mines operating, Telluride was one of the
liveliest mining camps in Colorado,” and by 1909, “had produced more
than $60,000,000 in precious metals.” Reflective of that era’s approach
towards historic preservation, the designation focused on the town’s
historic architecture, not the larger industrial mining landscape that
was the source of its wealth. Telluride “is particularly rich in surviving
historical structures,” notes the form, recognizing the Courthouse,
City Hall, the Sheridan Hotel, the School, the Catholic Church, the
Miner’s Union Building, the Railroad Depot, the Opera House, and the
“Pick and Gad” bordello as among its most important buildings.
That brief form underscores what its authors presumably thought
was obvious: that Telluride was so clearly nationally significant —
and of such exceptional value in commemorating and illustrating the
history of the United States — that not much documentation was
needed. This is not to say that Landmark designation did not involve
careful analysis and review. Landmark designations are rooted in
the National Historic Sites Act of 1935, which articulated, “a national
policy to preserve for public use historic sites, buildings and objects
of national significance for the inspiration and benefit of the people
of the United States.”
Telluride was nominated for designation under the theme of
“Westward Expansion and the Extension of National Boundaries to
the Pacific: 1830-1898: The Mining Frontier.” Telluride and Silverton
were evaluated together, as the two principal towns in the San
Juan Basin of southwestern Colorado. These two towns were “the
center of a rich gold, silver, lead and copper mining district that
played an important role in the story of western mineral wealth
and economic development of the Rocky Mountain area.” Evaluated
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Areal view of Telluride looking southeast, c. 1900.

together as the Silverton–Telluride Mining District, the two towns
were also designated as National Historic Landmarks on the same
day: July 4, 1961. Indeed, that 4th of July could qualify as an unofficial
“mining history day” as several other famous mining towns also
became Landmarks on that date: Central City, Cripple Creek, and
Leadville, Colorado; Bannack, Butte, and Virginia City, Montana; and
Deadwood, South Dakota.
To qualify as a National Historic Landmark, a property has to
meet two basic standards: 1) it has to be one of the “best of the best”
in terms of representing a nationally significant event, and 2) it
has to have a high level of physical integrity. In 1961, at the time of
Landmark designation, the physical historic integrity of Telluride
was very high. Most of Telluride’s approximately 660 residents lived in
cottages and small-scale homes that were relatively unchanged from
the turn of the century. They shopped in historic buildings, some with
false fronts, along Colorado Avenue and, importantly, many of them
were still mining. In 1961, the Idarado Mining Company was still in
operation, and Telluride still had the look and feel of a mining town.
Preservationists use seven markers by which to describe physical
integrity: setting, location, association, feeling, workmanship, design
and materials. These are measures by which one can answer the
basic question of integrity: Would someone who lived in a place
during its historically significant period—which for Telluride was
1878-1913—still recognize that place today? In 1961, when Telluride

became a Landmark, the answer to that question was a clear “yes”.
It would take another fifteen years before the National Park
Service certified the official boundary of the Telluride National
Historic Landmark. The 1966 National Historic Preservation Act
made it the law of the land for the federal government to consider the
impacts of its actions upon historic properties and it was, therefore,
important to know the boundaries of those sites.
In 1988, a new National Historic Landmark nomination for
Telluride was approved. This nomination, which extended the
boundary to include the town cemetery, still serves as the official
Landmark nomination for Telluride. It also includes the first resource
count for the Landmark district, listing 306 “contributing” properties
and 270 “noncontributing” buildings.
If mining brought dramatic changes to the San Juan Basin in the
late 1870s, they were paralleled—and perhaps surpassed—by the
changes brought by a new ski industry “boom” that began nearly
100 years later. The opening of the Telluride Ski Area in 1972 resulted
in a new land rush to Telluride that put tremendous pressure on
the town’s historic resources—as well as the city planners, historic
preservation commission members, property owners, and, the larger
preservation community working to protect them. But two things
remain the same: the enormous significance of Telluride’s role in
our nation’s history and the importance of preserving the historic
resources associated with that heritage.
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from the ADMINISTRATOR’S point of view
Amy Levek has lived in
Telluride since 1987. She has served
as the Town’s planning director, Town
Council member, mayor, San Miguel
County Commissioner, and is the
co‑founder and executive director of
The Trust for Community Housing.

When and why did you move
to Telluride?

Unlike most people, I moved here for a
job in 1987 and I’ve been here ever since. I
came here to be the planning director for
the Town of Telluride. I had been working
in planning-related things in Denver. I took a year off and rode
my bike around Europe, and when I came back, Denver didn’t feel
like home anymore. Chris Cares with [the research and consulting
firm] RRC Associates was doing the master plan for the Town of
Telluride and told me that the town needed a planning director
and asked if I was interested. I had worked for Jefferson County
(Colorado) and a consulting firm for several years, but Telluride
was my introduction to small mountain communities. What I
found different here were the size and the range of issues I had to
deal with - it was everything from development review, long-range
planning, and historic preservation and working with boards and
commissions. It was everything.

What made you want to get more involved in the
local government?

I felt that I had a certain experience and a certain interest in
making local government work. I knew how to work with people, I
understood how to get things done, and I knew what was missing,
so I felt like I had a unique opportunity to help with community
related issues. For better or worse, I’m still involved in community
issues. It is fascinating to me to see how places work and how you
can affect change as a result of knowing how communities work.
After leaving the planning director position with the Town, I
started working on planning issues as a private consultant. The
town was doing a cultural master plan with an outside consultant,
which is not something I had much experience with, but they
wanted someone on the team who knew the community. So, I was
hired to be the director of the Telluride Council for the Arts and
Humanities (now known as Telluride Arts) so I could represent
the arts community in broader discussions that affected the arts.
I became an advocate for the arts and getting the arts included in
other decision-making.
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How has development changed
during your time in town?
What have been the patterns and
trends in development?

When I first arrived as planning
director, there were two decisions that
HARC was in the process of making that
were very controversial. One was the Elks Building and the other
was the Miramonte Building (both on Main Street). At that time,
there was very little development going on. The mayor and some
council members were very anxious to see more happening,
and those two decisions really woke people up. Because they
are right in the heart of downtown and very prominent, those
two buildings really, really, really focused attention on historic
preservation and, as a result, I think helped people gain a better
understanding of mass and scale and what is appropriate and
what is not. I think that architects are now more knowledgeable
and able to understand historic preservation and the role that it
plays, especially with Contributing and Supporting buildings and
how you work with those kinds of buildings. Some earlier additions
overwhelmed some historic buildings, but now there is a better
understanding of the nuances and of how new design can work
with historic preservation.
One thing I want to acknowledge is how Mountain Village helped
Telluride. We know that they are two different towns with different
values, but Mountain Village took a lot of the pressure off the size
of the buildings that might have otherwise been in Telluride. In
Mountain Village, you can build bigger, so it was like a safety valve
for the Town of Telluride and its goals for historic preservation.
The 2008 recession was kind of a turning point. There was
a lot of building pressure before then. We were going through
a building boom in 2006 and 2007. The recession gave us some
breathing time to be a little bit clearer about what our values were,
but it was a difficult time. People were leaving; it was hard.
All in all, I think Telluride has done a good job of maintaining mass
and scale and understanding the importance of historic preservation
to the identity of the community. It keeps us from being Anyplace,
USA. It is aggravating sometimes, but at the same time, it creates an
identity and helps us understand what this place is all about.

TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

Preservation
What is your opinion of preservation in Telluride?

We have learned from our mistakes. Understanding mass and
scale has been critical to historic preservation. I think the next
historic resources survey is going to show that there have been
some changes, and maybe some regrettable changes, but all in all
I think we’ve done a good job with historic preservation. I think
there’s still enough integrity in the look and feel of the community
and knowing it has a sense of history.

What are the greatest threats or challenges to
preservation in Telluride?

One of the things that concerns me is the loss of community.
Historic preservation does raise some costs associated with
development. And the wonderful human scale that we have

prevents us from doing different kinds of development other
communities might, such as building taller or with greater density,
that could actually help us better preserve community. Our master
plan says that outside the core of town, you can design differently,
but I don’t think we’ve taken advantage of that to accommodate
other community needs. On the western side of town, we shouldn’t
be afraid of a different kind of building while doing everything we
possibly can to maintain the scale in the historic core.
I’m a strong supporter of historic preservation and it’s really
critical to who we are and our identity. We just need to figure out
how to work with that and our increasing needs for other things,
such as housing. I do think that looking at sheds and secondary
units and finding ways of encouraging people to use those as
housing is something we should be serious about.

from the ARCHITECT’S point of view
Peter Sante moved to

Telluride in 1982 and is the principal
architect at Sante Architects. He has
worked on a broad array of projects
in the Telluride Historic Landmark
District ranging from historic house
and shed remodels and restorations
to mixed use commercial and
residential properties to large-scale,
multi-unit buildings, and everything
in between.
When and why did you move
to Telluride?

I visited Telluride as a kid, with my
brother and my mother, on our summer
vacation in 1979. We came to visit an
uncle and had a fantastic time. We didn’t
want to go back home to the Midwest, so we planned our return
all the way across Kansas on the drive back home. We returned
a year later, and lived in nearby Dunton. A year after that, moved
to Telluride. The population was smaller, a quarter of what it is
today. The streets were mostly unpaved, there were a lot fewer cars
on the road, more vacant lots, and a lot less money then. I went
away to college in ’87, returned again in ’94 after graduating and
thought I’d be a ski bum for a year, and here I still am.

Why do you think preservation is important to the
success of Telluride?

The success of Telluride is due to its ability to hold on to its past
while simultaneously looking forward. There have always been
challenges. It has changed - some changes for the better, some
the worse - but it has always been an active working community,

not an exhibit. I’ve never known town
any other way; it’s been a community
priority for as long as I can recall. Telluride
is a beautiful place with a colorful, and
relatable history, that we still have, and can
share thanks to the prior generations, and
ongoing preservation efforts. What would
Telluride look like today if it had not been designated a historic
district sixty years ago? In my opinion there’s a lot to be proud of
and thankful for in where we are today in Telluride.

What are some of the challenges an architect faces when
working with historic structures?
In a historic district, the old structures are revered,
understandably, and uncovering the architectural and social
histories of these buildings, both within, and after Telluride’s
historic period must be done before design. This is an added
step and usually provides invaluable insights on what should
be pursued. We expect HARC to be a challenge, but sometimes
it’s not. In the last several years, I’ve done more projects in the
historic core and I’ve found the closer I am (to the core), the
more concerns and challenges there generally are. I don’t take
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from the ARCHITECT’S point of view (continued)
it personally and I try not to take offense. There’s a process
of discovery and communication with town to come up with
solutions that share compromise but prioritizes preservation. It
takes more patience dealing with historic buildings.

Is there anything you particularly enjoy about working on
historic buildings?

I enjoy working with people who want to be a part of town’s
history and become active stewards of it. Historic preservation
work can feel more meaningful than when I work on all new
design. For 10 years (mid 90s- mid 2000s) I worked exclusively on
large ornate homes in the Mountain Village. I was good at it, it was
fun, everyone was happy, there was a lot of design flexibility, and
no one was telling me what I couldn’t do. But I would rarely visit
or take friends and family to see these projects because, for me,
they lacked in substantial ways.
In Telluride, I see my work every day, and it’s well connected to
my life. I can see the Nugget tower from my house’s front porch,
and that’s cool! Not a lot of people get to walk by their projects on
their way to work. When I did the bakery (Baked in Telluride was
rebuilt in 2011 after a fire), I got to be a hero to town kids because
I helped bring donuts back to town. Getting to experience joy,
and know that your efforts have meaning is why it’s nice to be a
small-town architect. Feeling good about the projects I do and the
people I get to work with is a priority for me.

What was your favorite preservation project?

The Nugget tower restoration because it’s so unique and
“preservation pure” compared to most preservation projects,
which might involve a new basement or retrofitting an existing
structure, or an addition. I’ve done more private projects like
houses and businesses, but they didn’t have the community
purpose that the Nugget tower does, which was purely for the
benefit of the people - all of us - to enjoy.

How has development changed during your time in town?
Have you noticed any patterns or trends in development?
It’s more sophisticated, more stressful, more layered, more
rigorous, there is more review, more consultants, and the process
takes longer. That’s called “progress” I think. With more concern
there’s more oversight. The economics at play in development and
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the money that people see for every foot they get permission to
develop is hard to ignore. That was not always the case, but now
square footage has become the prime determinant in picking
projects for developers. The people who hire an architect like me
are interested in big views, floor to ceiling glass walls that open
out to gracious outdoor living areas to start with. They grow to
appreciate the big picture and adjust to town expectations.
Telluride used to be a smaller-time destination that was rough
around the edges. When I was a kid, back in the 80s, the fancy
houses used to be on North Oak Street. That’s where the money
was, it wasn’t throughout town. Town was mostly working class,
then, not the affluent Ski Ranches of the 1980s. Of late, things have
swung back around. Town has risen in appeal, I think in no small
part due to its pedestrian feel and historic charm.

What are the greatest threats / challenges to preservation
in town?

As a child growing up here, I was aware of HARC (Historic and
Architectural Review Commission). My mother was on P&Z; my
uncle was on HARC when he was a resident here in the 1980s. Not
that I ever went to a HARC meeting then, but it’s fun to look back in
the public records and see old HARC notes. It is well documented
that there has always been concern about development and
development pressures. That said, there are plenty of examples where
the Land Use Code or a PUD allowed too much mass and scale,
or something was allowed to be demolished. There are examples
of things we would not like to see repeated, but my feeling about
the community is that it has always had a concern, but HARC has
predominantly been effective in preserving the character of town.
I was on HARC for eight years. Development pressure is real and
goes through cycles. Do I think it is going to jeopardize the historic
district? No, I don’t. I firmly believe we have a healthy community, it’s
a growing town, but it has taken good care of its historic resources
and is prioritizing these concerns correctly.
It has changed a lot since I was a kid, but it is still a great town.
There are more of us enjoying it now. It’s less rural now than the 80s
were but there’s tremendous opportunity and potential if you want
to believe.
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from the CONTRACTOR’S point of view

Peter Garber

all over town. I worked on Brother Al’s old house (464 W. Pacific
St.?) near the Swede-Finn Hall. When we went up in the attic, we
could see the historic wood shingles underneath. We restored the
windows, removed the lead paint. It was really neat because the
owners were willing to do what needed to be done.
In addition to Brother Al’s, the American Academy of
Bookbinding was a favorite project. We analyzed the mortar to
figure out what was in it and where the lime came from, and why
the new mortar was a different color. It came down to a simple
thing - the streets had just been paved, so up until then, the dust
kicked up by cars going by was collecting on the wall. So, in those
places where we patched it, we just rubbed some dirt on the wall
and then it matched.

has lived in Telluride
since 1971. He is the
owner of Concept &
Construction Solutions,
Inc. Peter sat down
with Jonna Wensel,
the Town of Telluride’s
Historic Preservation
Director, in June 2021
for this interview.

What was Telluride like when you were growing up here?

We moved here full time in 1971. My father bought the Busy
Corner Pharmacy and soda fountain. The mine was still running
then, and the ski area was just opening. Main Street was the only
paved street. There were lots of old abandoned buildings that we
would play in. For a little kid, it was just perfect. The kids also
played in the area we called “Tin Village” at the top of Aspen
Street, which were little prefab houses. We had the run of the town.
Everybody knew everybody, and nobody worried about where their
kids were. Things happened, but we were very sheltered.
The town was a much smaller scale and more rural. One thing
that strikes me is that there were a lot of yards and a lot more
space between buildings. There wasn’t a lot of construction then.
Nobody had a lot of money and there weren’t a lot of jobs.
There were some open-minded people, from all over the world,
living here. We were a tolerant community, although it was pretty
homogeneous. Many of the mining people moved out. The ones
who stayed transformed it into the ski town community it is now.

How did you get interested in history and historic buildings?
When I was a kid at the drugstore, it was filled with stuff
that is now in the museum, like the dentist’s chair. That was
my playroom. Later, I started looking at pictures in the RGS
(Rio‑Grande Southern) book, and then finding things in the walls
of the buildings I was working on. When we rehabbed the Depot
building, we found old train tickets that had been shoved in the
walls. When you’re in these buildings all day, it grows on you.
When I was younger, I just got told to do something so I would
do it. Then there was an effort to educate the builders. Chuck
Kroger and Kathy Green (of BONE Construction) would say “Go
to this HARC thing. They’re going to teach you about different
restoration techniques.” People from the National Park Service
came to teach us how to restore windows.

How did you get into construction and what is the most
interesting project you’ve worked on?

My dad was a builder and architect, so when I was in high
school, I started working construction jobs. After I graduated in
1984, I worked for BONE Construction, and we did a lot of jobs

How has the town changed during your time here?

It was really dirty here when I was a kid. Most homes were
heated with coal or wood. There was an inversion in the valley
in the morning. If you came down Tomboy Road almost any
morning, you would go through a cloud of wood smoke.
There’s a lot of traffic now, but paving the roads has changed it
night and day. There’s so much more traffic, which is a negative.
Hanging out on Main Street is just not as pleasant because of the
number of cars. That’s probably the worst thing.
One really positive thing is the amount of culture here now.
My daughter is studying marine biology because she went to
Mountain Film and saw films about preserving the planet, which
you wouldn’t see in most small towns. Development and money
have brought non-profits and interest groups, so we have really
top-notch information right here in this little valley.
Another good thing is how preservation has maintained the
human scale. You go to some places, and you feel like you’re a
little bit dwarfed by them, but here it feels comfortable. If you take
the traffic away, like in the early mornings or when Main Street
is closed, it is amazing. There is this character and depth with all
these old buildings. I think it’s really nice that it happened and it’s
quite lucky. You can see how it could have gone a different way.

What are the challenges of working on a historic building
versus a new build?

Some people are very concerned with keeping it the way it
should be. There’s definitely a battle between energy efficiency and
historic preservation, but I think they can both be achieved. Some
builders want to try to fix things because it’s a challenge. Some
people say you can’t, but I think “Oh yeah, challenge me!” A lot of
them think preservation is such a waste of time and money, but
our community decided that this is important, and these are the
rules. That’s how I play it.

What do you think Telluride will be like 60 years
from now?

A big struggle with the community is that many people can’t
afford to live here, and affordable housing is hard to make fit in with
what was there, so that’s a challenge. If the community can remain
diversified, I could see it being a really interesting town in 60 years.
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Reintroducing Telluride’s Grande Dame:

RESTORING THE NUGGET
By Jonna Wensel, Historic Preservation Director, Town of Telluride

Often called Telluride’s Grande Dame, the title suits this
prominent and beloved local landmark. The First National Bank
Building still exudes prestige, prominence, and stability, despite
her advanced age. She has gone through some hard times but has
come through stronger and more beautiful and is ready to face her
next 130 years.
Completed in 1892, the First National Bank Building was
commissioned by Lucien Lucius (L.L.) Nunn to house a new bank
and the headquarters for his Telluride Power Company. Nunn,
along with his brother Paul Nunn and George Westinghouse,
built the first commercial AC power plant in the world at Ames,
just south of Telluride, to provide power to the Gold King Mine
and later to the Town of Telluride and Tomboy, Liberty Bell, and
Pandora mines.
Nunn selected popular Denver architect James Murdoch to
provide the design for his new building at the corner of Colorado
Avenue and Fir Street, one of the most prominent corners
in Telluride. Murdoch based his design on the Richardson
Romanesque style, which features arched openings, rusticated
stone, and square towers. The style, named for architect Henry
Hobson Richardson, was intended to evoke a sense of permanence
and visual weight. The use of the distinctive red sandstone, locally
quarried from outcrops near Cornet Creek, anchors it firmly
to this place and suggested that this bank and the money kept
therein was secure.
8

Local sandstone was readily available close to the construction
site and was easy to work with because of its relative softness. The
decorative shapes in the balustrade at the roofline and corner
turrets on the tower were much easier to sculpt in sandstone than
in harder stone such as granite. However, sandstone’s porosity
makes it vulnerable to moisture. The frequent freezing and
thawing typical of the Telluride climate causes sandstone to flake
and crumble, eventually compromising the structural integrity of
the stone and the building itself.
Unfortunately, the dramatic beauty of these façades was
short-lived. The balustrade was removed by 1910 and the tower
was taken down sometime after 1925, likely because the weight
of the tower was compromising the structural integrity of the
building. In the 1980s, shotcrete was sprayed onto the building in
a misguided attempt to stop the deterioration of the stone. Stones
from the second-floor facades were falling onto the sidewalk
below, endangering pedestrians, and the dramatic corner stairs at
the main entry had crumbled. Plywood, painted pink, covered the
façade of the Nugget Theater, which had occupied the west end of
the building since 1935. This once and future grande dame had hit
her low point and was in desperate need of love and attention.
In 1999, salvation arrived when Katrine and Bill Formby, seeing
beyond age and decrepitude, purchased the building, and began
a twenty year “labor of love” to restore the First National Bank
Building to its former grandeur. Despite its condition, the Town

TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

BUILDING
of Telluride designated it a local landmark, which made it eligible
for grants, historic tax credits, and zoning incentives. With the
Formby’s significant personal investment, financial assistance
from two State Historic Fund grants, a prestigious Save America’s
Treasures Grant from the National Park Service, and a team of
experts in architectural restoration, slowly the building began to
appear more like Nunn would have remembered it.
In 2005, master restoration contractors Loren Lew and Fritz
Klinke undertook the reconstruction of the historic corner entry,
preservation of the stone masonry, restoration of the “First
National Bank” sign, and reconstruction of the historic storefronts
on Colorado Avenue. They believed they were working on a fiveyear restoration plan, with the intention of soon restoring the
balustrade and the 35-foot-tall corner tower. In 2005, Loren Lew
said in an interview with the Telluride Daily Planet,
“We’re now anticipating the tower. The building is really kind
of a bald guy without a cap right now. When we put the tower
up, that pretty much completes the show. That’s how L.L. Nunn
[original owner of the building in1892] intended it.”
It would be another 16 years before L.L. Nunn’s intention was
realized once more. The tower and balustrade
were completed in May 2021, after a two-year
effort to reinforce the building’s superstructure.
Steel was introduced to the interior to ensure
the weight of the new tower could be supported.
The intention was to rebuild the tower and
balustrade of sandstone to match the original,
but engineering the reconstruction of a real
stone tower proved to be problematic. A
lighter-weight alternative to stone was found
in Glass Fiber Reinforced Concrete (GFRC), a
manufactured product that is an acceptable
substitute for historic stone. Great care was
taken to match the color and texture of the
Cornet Creek sandstone in the GFRC stones,
which were applied as a veneer on a metal
skeleton.
The steel frame of the new tower was hoisted
onto the corner of the building on August 24,
2020, when the original outline of the First
National Bank Building could be envisioned
for the first time in almost a century. Hopes
for completing the project by the end of 2020
were dashed, however, by interruptions in the
fabrication of the copper roofing material due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. “With love and patience, nothing
is impossible,” wrote Buddhist philosopher Daisaku Ikeda, an
aphorism which has been proven true by the Formbys. “It truly has
been a labor of love for us to work on this building – yes, thanks
to COVID there have been delays and frustrations, but we are
immensely proud of what we have been able to accomplish with
the help of so many local talents,” said Katrine Formby when faced

with one more delay. The local talents for this phase included
Sante Architects, Pekkala Engineering, and Finbro Construction.
Love and patience were rewarded on May 25, 2021, when
the gold-leafed finial was placed on the apex of the tower roof,
marking the completion of the Formby’s two- decade long
commitment to this building and the town. After a long journey,
this grande dame is finally back in good form and will continue to
connect us to the past, long into the future.

Celebrating 60 Years as a National Historic Landmark District
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HALL’S HOSPITAL:

A Monument to Historic Preservation
By Kiernan Lannon, Executive Director, Telluride Historical Museum

Telluride Historical Museum, 1975. Photo: Roger Whitacre, courtesy of the National Park Service.

The building that now houses the Telluride Historical Museum
originally opened in 1896 to serve as the community’s hospital.
At that time,Telluride was in the midst of its boom phase with
scores of fortune seekers arriving in the growing mining hub by
the day. The injuries and illness associated with the dangerous
mining industry kept the facility extremely busy - as did caring
for the community’s expectant mothers. Over 600 babies would
eventually be born at the hospital.
By 1964, with the hospital building beginning to show
significant wear and tear, the Idaro Mining Company funded the
creation of a new medical center, and the old one was closed.
Luckily, just two years later, Arlene Reid, a former nurse at the
hospital and local history enthusiast, led an effort to convert
the building into a museum for the recently-formed San Miguel
County Historical Society, and the former hospital sprung back
into service to the community.
Things moved along for the next twenty-five years in a relatively
uneventful manner for the Museum. In the early 1990s, however,
with the old building in need of serious repairs, and questions
arising about the American Legion’s (owners of the facility at the
time) intentions for the building going forward, the Museum
administration began to seek an alternate home, eventually
setting its sights on the recently vacated Silver Bell building. As
it turned out, the Telluride community was vehemently opposed
to the organization moving from the beloved building. Through a
series of community meetings, a message rang out loud and clear:
the Museum belonged in the old hospital, and the building needed
to be saved.
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The Museum eventually abandoned its plan to move into the
Silver Bell, and through the immense generosity of the Fairlamb
Family and the Austin A. Heitt Post 12 of the American Legion,
instead acquired the old hospital in 1992. Shortly thereafter, the
Town of Telluride provided the financial support to help stabilize
the deteriorating structure. Unfortunately, this effort would prove
to be insufficient to meet the building’s needs.
In 1995, approximately five feet of the structure’s red sandstone
exterior (the same material that proved so problematic to the
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Nugget Building located three blocks south on the corner of
Colorado Avenue and Fir Street) crumbled and the building was
deemed unsafe for occupation.
Thankfully, the old hospital’s story didn’t end there. The
Telluride community was devastated by what happened to the
building and rallied to save it. Within months, voters approved
a bond issue and the establishment of a mill levy to provide
initial funds for stabilization and restoration. In May 1996, with
the overwhelming support of residents, the Town of Telluride
acquired the hospital building - with the understanding that the
Museum would occupy the space for the foreseeable future - to
help ensure its ongoing care and maintenance.
After a painstaking seven-year interior and exterior
restoration effort helmed by the renowned historic preservation
contractors Fritz Klinke and Loren Lew, the Museum was able
to partially reopen in 2002. Once again, however, the community
was called upon to help finish the project by contributing to a

capital campaign to outfit the newly-stabilized structure with
modern exhibits and by voting to approve the establishment of a
mill levy to provide support for Museum operations in perpetuity.
As they had in the past, the community came through for the
Museum.
In 2005, a decade after its crumbling walls put the future of the
Museum in doubt and after the completion of restoration, repairs,
and enhancements totaling $2 million, the old hospital building
was once again fully operational. While the facility’s medical
equipment has been replaced by thematic exhibits detailing the
rich history and heritage of Telluride, the almost palpable historic
character present as a result of the building’s intricate restoration
is the true secret ingredient that allows the Museum to bring the
area’s history to life. Today, 125 years after the old community
hospital first opened, it would be almost impossible to imagine
the Museum in a different home.

Celebrating 60 Years as a National Historic Landmark District
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Then and Now:
COLORADO AVENUE AND OAK STREET
On July 4, 1961, the bulk of the town of Telluride was
designated a National Historic Landmark District. This was due, in
part, to the fact that the town was sliding so far from the height of
its mining prominence that there was a fear that the once-thriving
community would deteriorate into obscurity, another in a series
of ghost towns dotting the San Juans. There was a sense that the
designation might spur heritage tourism, or at the very least, help
keep the history of the town alive.
As it happened, fears of Telluride’s vanishing were premature.
Within a decade of receiving National Historic Landmark District
status, it had become clear that Telluride was on the verge of
a new boom period. The community had struck gold - white
gold - and the dawn of the ski area had arrived in town. The
momentous landmark designation would evolve to take
on new importance as the ski industry took root. While it
may not have been as much of a tool to bring visitors and
tourists to town given Telluride’s new reality, the designation
did continue to serve its original purpose - it kept the past
present by saving a number of the physical remains of
Telluride’s first boom from the development pressures that
accompanied the community’s new way of life.
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Perhaps Thomas Wolfe was right: maybe one can’t truly ever
go home again. It would undoubtedly be true that the denizens of
Telluride’s storied past, were they able to come back to town today,
would find a community whose essence was remarkably different
from the mining hub they once knew. Still, because the National
Historic Landmark District helped keep so many structures from
their time around, they might very well be able to feel right at
home today. In the end, perhaps they would realize - with so many
monuments to Telluride’s rich history still standing to tell their
stories - that they never truly left in the first place.

ca. 1900
TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

Building Profiles
TOWN HALL
Originally built in 1883 to serve as the first
dedicated schoolhouse in the town of Telluride,
the population explosion as a result of the region’s
mining boom necessitated San Miguel County to
build a more appropriately sized school further
west on Columbia Avenue. The town government
acquired the original school building soon after
the new school opened in 1896 and repurposed
it to serve as Telluride’s new town hall and - a few
years later - a firehouse for Telluride’s Volunteer Fire
Department. While the fire department moved out
after a few decades, the building has continued to
house Telluride’s town government to this day.

ca. 1895

ca. 1910
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SAN MIGUEL COUNTY COURTHOUSE
The original San Miguel County Courthouse was built on
the southeast corner of Colorado Avenue and Fir Street in 1885.
That iteration burned down in a devastating fire in January 1887.
County officials were determined to quickly reconstruct the
stately edifice at its original location using the first building’s
plans. That plan hit a bit of a snag when it was discovered that
the original plans had been misplaced, lost, or burned in the fire.
Undeterred, the county contacted the architects responsible for
the earlier courthouse and requested a duplicate set of drawings.
By May 1887, a bid for construction had been awarded, a land
swap that relocated the courthouse to its current location on
the corner of Oak and Colorado Avenue was accepted, and the
rebuilding effort began in earnest. Completed by the end of 1887,
the new courthouse did, indeed, look remarkably similar to the
original, and is largely the building still seen today. The only
significant changes are the clock in the building’s central tower
and a two-story addition to the building’s north facade - which
were both completed in 1976.

original courthouse, ca. 1885

new courthouse, ca. 1910
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NUNN HOUSE
L.L. Nunn, Telluride’s father of electricity, built this residence
in 1890, one year before his grand experiment at Ames resulted
in the world’s first instance of long-distance transmission of AC
power for commercial purposes. That successful proof of concept
allowed Nunn to build an electrical utility empire that stretched
from Colorado to Utah to Wyoming and Montana. It also inspired
him to create the Telluride Institute, one of the first vocational
training programs for electrical engineering, which operated out
of the neighboring Cornell House for several years.

Nunn lived in this residence from the time it was completed
until early 1912, when Nunn left Telluride following his sale of the
Telluride Power Company after disputes with the corporation’s
stockholders over the costs allocated to the Telluride Institute.
Although it has undergone a number of changes since the
period in which Nunn called it home, the basic form of the original
house can still be detected.

ca. 1895

THE CRIBS
Likely constructed before 1900, the three winsome
little houses located behind the Silver Bell on East
Pacific Avenue initially served as “cribs,” or singlerenter/operator houses of prostitution. Lacking the
fine trappings of larger brothels or more extravagant
parlor houses, cribs were generally crudely-constructed,
utilitarian structures, occupying the lowest level of the
hierarchy of Red Light District establishments. As such,
the women who ended up working in these buildings
typically lived extremely difficult lives.
Because of both their typically rickety construction
and the purpose that they served, very few cribs tended
to survive after the decline of an area’s Red Light District.
Telluride’s final three cribs might have ultimately met
the same fate as countless other examples across the
country had the National Trust for Historic Preservation
not acted to secure their preservation in 1979. Today, the
former “houses of ill repute” serve as private dwellings,
and aside from their brightly-painted facades, their
remarkable preservation has allowed a rare glimpse into
an often-forgotten element of history

ca. 1900
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RIO GRANDE SOUTHERN RAILROAD DEPOT
The arrival of the Rio Grande Southern Railroad in Telluride at
the end of 1890 was such a momentous occasion that it kicked off
a three-day celebration in the town. Considering the impact the
train would have on Telluride, it’s easy to understand the residents’
festive mood. For the first decade-plus of Telluride’s existence,
getting to and from the nascent mining hub was arduous and
costly, particularly when it came to shipping supplies into town
and raw mineral materials out to processing facilities outside of
the immediate area. Many mine operations struggled to turn a
profit in the early days. When the RGS trains began to rumble into
town, Telluride became accessible in a way it never had before.
Transportation and shipping costs were drastically reduced, and
with the subsequent advent of electric power to the mines, many
operations flourished, and Telluride’s boom phase exploded.
For sixty years after it initially opened in 1890, the Rio Grande
Southern Depot was one of the most important buildings in town.
Following World War II, however, Telluride’s mining industry began
a precipitous decline. By the early 1950s, the RGS could no longer
afford to continue service. The rail tracks were pulled up and the
shuttered depot fell into disrepair. It would remain in a state of
disuse until the 1990s, when the building underwent an extensive
restoration in preparation to host a restaurant. The restored
building would go on to serve as the home of the Ah Haa School for
the Arts, an auxiliary clinic for the Telluride Medical Center, and
the headquarters for the Telluride Science Research Center.
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ca. 1900

ca. 1970
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TELLURIDE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
As Telluride’s thriving mining industry caused the
town’s population to explode during the early 1890s,
it became clear that the original schoolhouse located
on the corner of Fir Street and Columbia Avenue
would no longer be able to serve the community’s
needs. By 1895, the San Miguel County School District
had secured a number of lots on West Columbia
Avenue and quickly set to work building a much
larger educational facility, which they planned to open
in the spring of 1896. Unfortunately, on January 30,
1896, just as the project was nearing completion, the
freshly-constructed brick walls crumbled and the new
school was reduced to a pile of rubble. Undeterred by
the catastrophe, the school district wasted little time
drawing up new - and ostensibly safer - specifications,
and the new schoolhouse was reconstructed and
ready to host students by the fall of 1896.
The second iteration of the new school proved to
have a bit more longevity. Not only is it still standing
after 125 years, aside from the addition of the new
gymnasium in 2000, it is remarkably unchanged from
the building that first opened its doors in 1896.

ca. 1897
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THE NEW SHERIDAN
Built in 1891, the original two-story Sheridan building served
as perhaps the finest hotel in town. Its reign did not last very long
however, as the New Sheridan Hotel, constructed next door to the
east of the original, opened its doors in 1897. Initially proposed as
something of an addition to its neighbor, the New Sheridan was
ultimately constructed as a separate - and much more elegant establishment. The new establishment featured a restaurant and
dining room, a saloon complete with a cherry and mahogany bar
imported from Austria, a mirror brought in from France, calfskin
clad walls, a barbershop, offices, and bathrooms.
The first Sheridan would not toil in the shadow of its neighbor
for long, unfortunately. In late 1905, a malfunctioning heating
system started a fire that quickly burned the older building to the
ground. Interestingly, the decision to keep the two
businesses as distinct entities separated by a narrow
alleyway likely helped allow the New Sheridan to
survive the conflagration with only minor damage.
Despite claims that the first Sheridan would be
rebuilt quickly, the site would remain vacant for nearly
90 years until it was finally reconstructed in 1994, this
time as an actual addition to its more venerable - and
essentially unchanged - neighbor.

ca. 1900

ca. 1940

MASONIC TEMPLE
Formed in the early 1880s and officially chartered as Telluride
Lodge 56 of the Ancient Free and Accepted Masons in 1884,
Telluride’s masons spent nearly twenty years meeting in a series
of temporary locations until they were finally able to build their
dedicated Masonic Temple in 1899. Constructed over the course
of two years and at a cost of approximately $23,000, the imposing
20

brick edifice at the eastern edge of Telluride’s commercial core
has served the dual purpose of housing the fraternal organization
upstairs and shop space downstairs since it first opened, making
it one of just a handful of non-dwelling buildings in town that have
retained both their original form and function over the entirety of
their existence.

TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

FINN HALL
Owing to the many immigrants who came to town to work in
the area’s mines, early Telluride was a worldly place brimming with
the wide variety of languages and cultural customs of the town’s
recently-arrived residents. While immigrants from such places
as Italy, Ireland, Austria, England, Finland, Sweden, and Norway
might have toiled side-by-side for interminable hours underground
or in the local mills, they often led a segregated existence in ethnic
enclaves scattered about the town outside of work.
Located along Pacific Avenue between Townsend and Aspen
Streets, “Finn Town” was one such neighborhood. Aside from
being the area where Telluride’s Finnish residents settled, Finn
Town featured a number of amenities such as a grocery store,
boarding house, and social hub, Finn Hall. Built at 440 West
Pacific Avenue in 1899, Finn Hall hosted countless community
affairs in its time including meetings, weddings, dances, birthday
celebrations, and funerals. It would remain the central gathering
place for the town’s Finnish population for many years before
eventually being converted into a private dwelling.

ca. 1900
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THE DAHL HOUSE
Originally built in the mid-1890s to serve as a dwelling, by
the early 1900s, the house standing at 124 South Oak Street had
been purchased by Finnish immigrants Lena and Joseph Dahl
and converted into a rooming house. It is not entirely clear how
long it remained a boarding house, though there is some evidence
that the Dahls ran the establishment until at least the 1920s.
The building would eventually be used for a number of purposes
including offices and a restaurant. While it has undergone
some alterations over the years - most notably the loss of its

northernmost front entry door - the Dahl House has retained its
historic boarding house feel as well as many of its most distinctive
architectural details such as its first-floor front deck and
prominent bay window.

ca. 1900

ca. 1900
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ST. PATRICK’S CATHOLIC CHURCH
Telluride’s historical reputation as a rough and rowdy mining
town has often fueled the assumption that religion played little,
if any, role in the community. In reality, however, churches have
existed in Telluride since the town was founded. Unfortunately,
though, few of the original houses of worship remain from
Telluride’s earliest days.
One notable exception
is St. Patrick’s Catholic
Church. Built in 1896
and officially dedicated
in January of 1897, St.
Patrick’s has not only
survived since the
height of the town’s
mining days, aside
from relatively minor
interior remodeling,
it is essentially the
exact same church
building that welcomed
worshipers 125 years ago.

ca. 1910

FIRST METHODIST CHURCH
The history of the Methodist Church in
Telluride can best be described as more
of a sprint than a marathon. Officially
organized during their first church
gathering on June 18th, 1899, Telluride’s
Methodist adherents moved quickly
to construct their house of worship.
Completed in 1900, the new church would
only serve the Methodist congregation
for the next fifteen years before church
leaders decided to close the building and
make preparations for it to be moved
to Olathe, CO. The church building was
ultimately spared from relocation when
the San Miguel County School District
purchased it with plans of converting it into
a gymnasium and assembly hall in October
1915. Rechristened “Recreation Hall” early the following
year, the facility would host countless basketball games,
school assemblies, graduation ceremonies, and dances over
the next thirty years before the district built the Quonset
Hut gym in the late 1940s.
After being sold by the school district, the former
church would be used for a variety of purposes including
as a restaurant, inn, and private residence. Over the years,
a number of alterations and additions to the building
stripped it of virtually any semblance of its original purpose.
Thankfully, a mid-2000s renovation helped restore some of
the historic church character to the structure.
ca. 1900
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NUNN-WRENCH BLOCK
In the late 1890s, having
successfully launched his electrical
utility empire and electrical
engineering vocational training
program, L.L. Nunn turned his
attention to commercial real estate
development. Partnering with
local banker A.M. Wrench, Nunn
constructed the sprawling, one-story
commercial block on the southeast
corner of Pine Street and Colorado
Avenue in 1899. Originally designed
as a five-unit complex, the building’s
early tenants included a clothing
store, plumbing shop, barber shop,
milliner, cafe, and by 1904, the
extravagant and wildly popular
National Club saloon. Over the
course of the next twelve decades, the
block would play host to countless
businesses, shops, restaurants, and
drinking establishments. While the
parade of tenants would sometimes
lead to alterations or reconfigurations
of the interior space, the structure has
largely been able to retain its original
exterior appearance.

ca. 1910
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TRANSFER WAREHOUSE
In November of 1905, one of the worst fires in Telluride’s history
wreaked devastation on the block between Pacific Avenue and
the Rio Grande Southern Railroad line (what is now San Juan
Avenue) on Fir Street. By the time the flames were extinguished
most of the buildings in the vicinity had been badly damaged
or destroyed, including nearly all the property of the Telluride
Transfer Company, one of the most important shipping and
receiving businesses in town. Hoping to mitigate the risk of future
conflagrations, the Transfer Company constructed their new
warehouse building on the corner of Fir Street and Pacific Avenue
out of sandstone.
While the facility, which in addition to serving as a warehouse
and storage center, would later function as a gas station, was
never truly threatened by fire after it was constructed, the same
cannot be said of deferred maintenance. Allowed to deteriorate

as it fell into disuse in the 1970s, the building’s roof collapsed in
the spring of 1979 following the first winter in which the structure
was not heated. Despite the fact that the building has essentially
stood as a ruin for the past forty-plus years, it was subsequently
designated a local landmark by the Town of Telluride. In recent
years, the Telluride Arts District has purchased the building in
hopes of converting it into a public arts center.

ca. 1900

ca. 1925
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MINERS’ UNION
In the early 1900s, contentious disputes between local mine
laborers and mine owners escalated into what became known as
Telluride’s Labor Wars. As tensions grew to a fevered pitch, the
Western Federation of Miners - a union representing Colorado’s
gold miners, Montana’s copper miners, and Idaho’s lead miners arrived in town to help organize and lead miners in their struggle
for such concessions as standardized hourly wages, eight-hour
workdays, and five-day work weeks. Needing both a home base
and a facility to provide medical care for injured striking miners,
the Western Federation of Miners constructed the two-and-a-half
story brick building on the corner of Pine Street and Columbia
Avenue to serve as a union hall and hospital in 1902.
By the end of 1905, after several years of near-constant tumult
and violence, Telluride’ Labor Wars finally drew to a close as the
miner owners prevailed and the striking miners returned to work.
The Miners’ Union would continue to serve its original purpose
until the late 1910s. It would subsequently be repurposed for
such varied uses as the Elks Lodge, Odd Fellows Fellowship Hall,
Post Office, the first home of Telluride’s KOTO radio station, and
the home of one the most beloved laundromats in the history of
laundry facilities. While the building’s interior would ultimately
be divided into eleven condominiums, the exterior remains largely
unchanged from its earliest years.

ca. 1905
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TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

SHERIDAN OPERA HOUSE
Though most of the town’s residents were unaware of it at the
time, by the early 1910s, Telluride’s boom period was beginning
to draw to a close. During this last gasp of relative prosperity, one
final significant structure would be built in what would eventually
be designated as Telluride’s National Historic Landmark District:
The Sheridan Opera House.
Built by J.A. Segerberg on Oak Street just north of the former
site of the original Sheridan Hotel, the Sheridan Opera House
officially opened for business on March 17th, 1913. Hosting a wide
variety of vaudeville shows, movies, concerts, and theater, the
venue would become the premier entertainment house during
the later stages of Telluride’s mining heyday. The good times
would not last for long, however. Facing enormous financial strain
brought on by the combination of the mines beginning to fail, the
advent of Prohibition, and the onslaught of the Great Depression,
the Opera House was forced to close in the 1930s. The oncethriving venue would sit largely dormant until the early 1960s, but
by the early 1970s, the Opera House found a new purpose as the
home to the newly‑formed Telluride Film Festival.
Still, it wouldn’t be smooth sailing for the entertainment house
from there. By the early 1990s, the building had fallen into serious
disrepair and was under significant development pressure. In
1991, the non-profit Sheridan Arts Foundation was created to help
save, restore, and provide programming for the building. Over the
course of the following twenty-plus years, the SAF would oversee a

ca. 1930

series of comprehensive stabilization and restoration efforts that
would help return the Opera House to its former glory.
Interestingly, the Sheridan Opera House is one of just four
historic structures along with the Telluride Historical Museum,
San Miguel County Courthouse, and the New Sheridan whose
interior has been landmarked. While most of the Town’s historic
preservation protections apply only to the exteriors of historic
buildings, this extra layer of protection helps ensure that the
immense historic character that permeates these four resources
will continue to thrive for generations to come.

Courtesy Gus Gusciora and the Sheridan Arts Foundation
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AT THE HEART OF HARC
By Mark Shambaugh PE, FDBIA, HARC Chairperson and Jonna Wensel, Historic Preservation Director, Town of Telluride

While the Town of Telluride’s history is celebrated, Telluride’s
Historic and Architectural Commission (known as “HARC”)
has had its own remarkable history. In 1972, the Town Council
adopted Ordinance No. 254, which established the Historic
Preservation Commission (HPC), declared the protection of
special historical and architectural resources to be a “public
necessity,” and charged the HPC to safeguard the Town’s heritage.
The town had been designated a National Historic Landmark
District in 1961 by the National Park Service. The Department of
the Interior identified western mining towns such as Telluride,
Silverton, Leadville, and Cripple Creek as nationally significant
and “possessing outstanding significance in commemorating and
illustrating the history of the United States”.
With this early recognition of its historic value, the town
leaders understood that the future of Telluride hinged on its
past. The National Historic Landmark designation is a rare honor
(there are only 25 in Colorado), but it does not offer any protection
against demolition or insensitive alterations of historic structures.
A locally adopted ordinance is the only means to ensure the
protection of historic buildings, and the Town Council members
in 1972 were quite ahead of their time. After decades of dwindling
population, the new ski area, which opened in 1972, introduced
new development pressures in town. Miner’s cabins, cribs, and
public buildings were threatened with demolition to make way
for the new influx of snow-seeking visitors and residents. The
town saw the future, however, and acted pre-emptively to prevent
the town’s historic character from being diminished. Today, the
historic character and charm of Telluride is often the number one
reason people visit.
The ordinance empowered the Historic Preservation
Commission, which later was changed to the Historic and
Architectural Review Commission (called “HARC”), with reviewing
proposals for demolition, alterations, or new construction within
the historic district and beyond.
The HARC board is made up of seven citizen commissioners
( five regular members and two alternates) who are appointed for
two-year terms by the Town Council and are qualified to serve
by training, knowledge, or interest in historic preservation. For
almost 50 years, HARC has been working to preserve the character
of Telluride while managing ever increasing pressures for bigger
homes, dwindling vacant property, and increasing property values.
Annual HARC retreats serve as an opportunity for the board
to reflect, reset, and improve and have resulted in a number of
exciting initiatives such as bringing back the biennial preservation
awards, a partnership with the Telluride Historical Museum
to provide HARC walking tours, monthly mini-trainings,
a workshop for the development community, numerous
process improvements, and greater efficiency in the project
review process.
During a 2017 retreat, HARC defined the values with which it
desired to operate:
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Our work will be guided, and decisions adjudicated, by
our beliefs and commitment to:
 reservation – We are the stewards of, and committed to
P
the preservation of, the historic properties and the historic
character of Telluride’s National Historic Landmark District.
Efficiency – We value time and expediency, and come to each
meeting prepared and understanding each application to the
best of our individual ability.
 espect – We are committed to conducting our meetings with
R
respect for the opinions and contributions of applicants, staff,
members of the public, and each other. Our discussions and
deliberations are civil and considerate.
Consistency – Our review of applications and decisions will
be based on the Master Plan, Land Use Code, and the Design
Guidelines and Standards for Building in Telluride to provide
an outcome that is as fair, reasonable, and predictable.
Telluride’s status as a National Historic Landmark District and
its reputation for exceptional historic character are a lot to live
up to. Today’s HARC board and the town’s historic preservation
staff are committed to improving the process to better meet the
challenge of navigating development needs in such a historic
community. Nearly fifty years after the establishment of the
first historic preservation commission, HARC knows that the
preservation journey is never complete, and it remains dedicated
to protecting our historic district for generations to come.

TELLURIDE THEN AND NOW:

Your Questions and Answers
What’s included in Telluride’s National Historic Landmark
(NHL) District?
Included in the Telluride NHL District are several residential
neighborhoods, a commercial main street, a warehouse area, a
bordello “red-light” district, and Lone Tree Cemetery, which is the
district’s only non-contiguous component. Included within the
district are 576 buildings, objects, and sites. Of this number, 305
buildings and one site (representing 53% of the total) contribute
to the Telluride NHL District.

Why is Lone Tree Cemetery included in Telluride’s
NHL District?

The Lone Tree Cemetery has been included as a noncontiguous element within the district. The historic cemetery
contains the graves of Telluride’s earliest settlers and has retained
its ninetheeth century character and physical integrity. In Lone
Tree Cemetery, one can glimpse the perils of Telluride’s miningboom era when avalanches, flu epidemics, mining accidents, and
labor strikes took many lives.

What is the difference between places registered as
National Historic Landmarks and those on the National
Register of Historic Places?

A National Historic Landmark (NHL) is a building, site,
structure, or object that is officially recognized by the United
States Government for its federal-level historical significance.
The National Register of Historic Places is the official list of the
nation’s historic places worthy of preservation. Authorized by
the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the National Park
Service’s National Register of Historic Places is part of a national
program to coordinate and support public and private efforts to
identify, evaluate, and protect America’s historic and archeological
resources. A property listed in the National Register, or located
within a National Register Historic District, may qualify for tax
incentives derived from the total value of expenses incurred
preserving the property. Out of more than 85,000 places on the
National Register of Historic Places, only about 2,430 are NHLs.

What other places in Colorado are listed on the National
Register of Historic Places?

There are more than 1,400 properties and historic districts in
Colorado alone. In San Miguel County:
• Fort Peabody was constructed on top of Imogene Pass in 1904
by a local unit of the Colorado National Guard to prevent union
miners from crossing during a labor strike. Straddling the Ouray
and San Miguel County lines, the site recently became part of the
Uncompahgre National Forest. It was listed in March 2005.
• Lewis Mill, at the time of its construction in 1910, was a state-ofthe-art gravity concentration mill. It is part of a mining complex that
originally included a mine portal, a tipple/tram house, bunkhouse,
and office. Technologically, the mill represents the second
generation of milling plants designed and built to process the
polymetallic ores typical of the San Juan Mountains. The Lewis Mill
and Mine were powered by electricity generated at the Smuggler–
Union Hydroelectric Power Plant/ Bridal Veil Falls Powerhouse (also
listed on the National Register) located approximately three miles
downstream from the mill. A single electric motor powered the mill,
which transferred mechanical power through a flat belt/pulley drive
system to a primary line shaft. The primary shaft provided power
to a secondary line shaft through a second flat belt drive system.
Natural light from the mill’s many windows supplemented the
electric lighting. The mill is located 3.5 miles southeast of Telluride
at the head of Bridal Veil Basin
• The Smuggler–Union Hydroelectric Powerplant, also known
as the Bridal Veil Powerhouse, is located next to Bridal Veil Falls
on a cliff overlooking Telluride. When it first opened in 1907, the
plant housed a generator which provided the first alternating
current (AC) used for industrial purposes in the United States—in
this particular case, for lighting mines and running mills. At least
a portion of the water needed was flumed to the facility from
Blue Lake, 3,000 feet above and four miles away. Power was then
transmitted to the mines 2,000 feet below. It operated in its original
configuration until 1953, serving the Idarado Mining Company.

How do I apply to put a building or place on the Register?

The nomination process typically starts with a state historic
preservation office. If the property is on federal or tribal land, then
the process starts with the Federal Preservation Officer or Tribal
Preservation Officer in your state.

Historic Preservation by the Numbers
Total designated primary structures: 318
Contributing: 136
Supporting: 106
Non-Contributing With Qualifications: 25
Non-Contributing Without Qualifications: 51

Total designated secondary structures: 162
Contributing: 83
Supporting: 40
Non-Contributing With Qualifications: 16
Non-Contributing Without Qualifications: 23
Number of local landmarks: 19

Number of landmarked interiors: 4

 umber of National Historic Landmark
N
Districts in Colorado: 6
Dates:
Date of incorporation: 1878
Period of Significance: 1878-1913
Designated a NHLD: July 4, 1961
HP Ordinance Adopted: Nov. 29, 1972 / Ordinance # 254
HARC Meetings:
Average number of HARC meetings (HARC & HARC Chair)
per year (av. of last 10 years): 27
Average number or board reviewed projects per year: 22
Average number of chair reviewed projects per year: 23
Average number of staff reviewed projects per year: 114
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Covered wagons heading west on Colorado Avenue, Telluride, 1884.
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