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“It is difficult to write of the mineral resources of Colorado without an enthusiasm which is 

susceptible of being taken as part of the exuberant gush so often imputed to local descriptions 

emanating from the Far West.  Yet it may be affirmed, with due regard to moderation, that no 

division of our country has a more diversified range of mineral products, some of which are 

almost unique and confined to the state, while others are present in great abundance and need 

only better transportation facilities, a wider market, and the enterprise to fully develop and utilize 

them.  In the popular estimation Colorado is a land of silver and gold mines, producing also 

notable quantities of lead and copper in connection with the precious metals, with sufficient coal 

for local consumption, and some iron.  Beyond this, ideas are vague, though tourists carry back 

with them specimens of many rare and strange minerals and ores usually regarded as mere 

curiosities.  This is a very imperfect view of the case. 

 

“Among the common yet most valuable substances are a wide range of building and ornamental 

stones, in great variety and of unusual excellence, the profusion of which is in marked contrast to 

the barrenness in them of the almost level expanse of plains country to the east and southeast, 

where the flat topography and the deep alluvium are against practicable quarrying of the 

underlying rocks, chiefly unaltered sedimentaries.  In Colorado, on the contrary the foothills 

along the flanks of the continental ivied and the mountains themselves furnish exposures of rock 

conveniently accessible for attack, and where the geological conditions have resulted in a 

diversity of lithological characters. 

 

“In 1891 the values of the output in Colorado of the four leading metals were:  Silver, 

$22,767,370; gold, $4,498,865; lead, $5,473,255; copper, $733,653, and an undivided remainder 

bringing the total up to $33,548,934, without counting coal and iron ore.  What the value of the 

stone production amounted to is not known with any degree of precision.  A fair, but confessedly 

rough, estimate places the annual output of building stone at about $1,700,000 net at the quarries, 

and worth something like $3,000,000 in the market.  Statistics of stone are very hard to obtain 

and far from being reliable.  These figures seem small in comparison with those for the metallic 

production; yet they are by no means insignificant, considered as representing what is not much 

more than a beginning.  It may be worth while to briefly outline the present state of the stone 

industry, and consider that cause why this interest, based upon practically unlimited resources, 

has not been carried to a higher degree of prosperity. 

 

“Thus far the sandstones have received the most attention.  They occur in great variety of color, 

hardness and degree of lamination, but throughout the same strata are remarkably persistent in 

uniformity.  The compact red sandstone found in heavy beds is a favorite building in the larger 

towns of the state, and has been shipped to Chicago and other cities eastward as a material for 

substructures and for trimmings.  It has a rich warm color, is of even firm texture, and while 

easily carved into delicate tracery possesses great strength, and (so far as experience goes) 

durability, not weathering and flaking off with the grain.  There are also extensive beds of  

  



 

 

laminated sandstone of even cleavage which furnish superior flagging and curbing; and a red 

sandstone is quarried for block paving, which possesses great resistance to abrasion, while, not 

wearing smooth, it offers a good foothold for draft animals.  It is used also for the toothing about 

car tracks in streets paved with asphalt.  It breaks readily into rectangular blocks on the cleavage 

planes, but has sufficient cohesion for durability.  Besides a limited use in Denver, it has been 

shipped to Omaha, Kansas City, etc.  Gray, buff and bluish sandstones of pleasing tints are found 

in abundance and are used in building, but not to the same extent as the red stone.  The light 

colored stones seldom contain minerals which by decomposition on exposure to the weather 

cause stains and discolorations but of course some selection is necessary.  Larimer, Jefferson, 

Fremont, Boulder and Las Animas counties have many sandstone quarries.  A white sandstone 

said to be suitable for glass making is also found all along the eastern and western bases of the 

mountains and in the latter.  Quartzite is another common rock of this group, but little used for 

building. 

 

“The granite of Gunnison county and other localities is slowly coming into use for foundations 

and substructures for a few complete buildings.  That used in the new state capitol is of a light, 

even gray, and can be had in sound blocks of indefinite size. 

 

“Limestone and dolomite are of common occurrence and available in almost every county, but 

not so largely used for building purposes as the sandstones.  The limestone is burned for lime for 

local use and is also largely employed as a flux in the smelting furnaces. It is of different degrees 

of hardness, graduating into true marble by local metamorphism.  Cement rock is abundant and 

is sparingly utilized. 

 

“Marble in great variety, white, clouded, mottled, variegated and of almost all the plain colors, 

occurs in many places, sometimes in very heavy beds, as in Larimer, Weld, Chaffee, Jefferson, 

Gunnison and Pitkin counties.  It seems strange that it has not been more largely utilized as a 

building stone and for interior decoration.  The finer grades would bear shipment over long 

distances in competition with Tennessee colored marbles. 

 

“A light-colored rhyolite, locally known as ‘lava,’ makes a handsome building stone and is used 

to a moderate extent.  It is a good material and its peculiarity renders it attractive as a contrast to 

the ordinary run of materials.  Slate for flagging and roofing is found, but is little developed.  

Serpentine occurs as a mottled stone, suitable for ornamental uses, in Park and Gunnison 

counties.  Gypsum occurs in the Jurassic and Triassic of many localities, and in El Paso county it 

is made into plaster-of-paris.  Material for whetstones and grindstones has been discovered.  

There are veins of fluorspar in the Archæan rocks of Boulder, Jefferson and San Juan counties.  

Glass sand, building sand and sand and massive quartz for refractory linings; chalk; pottery-clay, 

fire clay and red brick and terra cotta clay; mica; infusorial earth; mineral paints; graphite, etc., 

are useful substances found in abundance.  To this imperfect list of mineral products, other than 

the better known metalliferous ore, might be added also a large number of gem, semi-precious 

and ornamental stones, among which are topaz, phenakite, garnet, amethyst, rock crystal, rose 

quartz, smoky quartz, chalcedony, jasper, onyx, sard, carnelian, agate, moss agate, agatized 

wood, obsidian, etc., etc.  Enough has been said, however, to indicate that there is no lack of 

variety in the stones and mineral substances suitable for structural, ornamental and other kindred 

purposes. 

 

  



 

 

“Stone is by far the favorite building material in the older and larger towns of the state, Denver 

in particular possessing many fine mercantile buildings of stone, with perhaps a better display of 

stone dwellings in good architectural taste than other cities of equal population in this country.  

But the whole local consumption is not large in proportion to the extent of the material at hand; 

nor is there any important demand in the adjacent states and territories, so that an outside market 

has to be looked for.  The export trade is steadily though slowly growing, and Colorado building 

stone is seen as far east as Chicago and beyond, while toward the Gulf another promising field 

appears to be opening, especially in view of the scarcity of good stone in that direction.  There 

are large possibilities for the extension of the Colorado stone trade; but thus far neither the 

technical methods of quarrying and handling nor the commercial enterprise in pushing the sale of 

the product have sufficed to place the industry where it should be.  Backwardness in this 

direction is perhaps to be accounted for by the predominant interest, felt in the precious-metal 

mines of the state, which have hitherto monopolized the larger share of attention.  As the country 

grows older and becomes more densely populated, other industries will gain in attractiveness and 

importance.  Colorado is still very young, and is only beginning to draw upon her natural 

resources.  Last year a good deal was said about the exhibit of Colorado stone proposed to be 

made at the Columbian Exposition.  For one thing, the state building there was to have been 

constructed entirely of native stone.  That project has fallen through, and the house is to be 

mainly of ‘staff.’  This failure would not have been of much consequence (seeing that the state 

building is apart from the main exhibition buildings) were a worthy representation to be made in 

the mines department, where it properly belongs; but it is now feared that a satisfactory exhibit 

will not be made there.  The money allotted by the legislature for the total expenses of the state 

exhibit seems to have been frittered away in entomological collections, wax fruits, etc.; while the 

mineral interests have been left to take care of themselves.  The public spirit of mining men will 

bring out a magnificent but not wholly adequate showing of the ore minerals; but the quarry 

exhibit seems predestined to be relatively a failure.  A proper exhibit of building stones involves 

considerable expense in collecting, dressing and handling, and should include heavy material 

difficult to transport, besides calling for the exercise of technical skill and taste.  All this means 

good organization, executive judgment and system on the part of those having it in charge.  It is 

hardly likely that the unaided and undirected efforts of the quarrymen will make up for this 

official neglect.  Colorado depends upon her mineral resources for prosperity and well-nigh for 

existence, but does not seem to realize it; and in this instance has let petty politics and favoritism 

mismanage what ought to have been, and might have been, an exhibit creditable to her position. 

 

“The quarry owners and stone dealers of Colorado have had a state stone association for some 

time, with headquarters at Denver.  It annual meeting was held in Denver, July 8, in pursuance of 

a call which stated:  ‘If our organization is to be maintained and work continued, we shall need 

the presence of our wisest counselors and strongest men to devise a plan of campaign and 

assume the responsibility of directing affairs in the crisis we have reached.’  The present officers 

are:  Geo. L. Kimball, president; G. T. Neiles, vice-president; G. E. Trowbridge, secretary; John 

T. Drenan, treasurer. 

 

“During the past two years a fight has been on in regard to street-paving in Denver, which city is 

making extensive improvements in this line.  But the asphalt-paving people have been much 

shrewder and more enterprising than the stone producers, and gained a decisive start at the outset 

by beginning a well-planned canvass and subsidizing the press.  Asphalt-concrete has been laid 

in some of the principal streets and is now being put down in others covering the greater part of  

  



 

the business quarter of the town.  Some of the earlier asphalt paving was so poor that it has had 

to be torn up and replaced, while the work as a whole has been scamped.  The citizens who 

looked for asphalt paving equal to that of Washington and Paris have been disappointed.  Some 

of the streets of Denver carry a very heavy traffic (machinery, castings, stone, wholesale goods 

and the like) requiring a solid and durable pavement.  In addition to the small amount of stone-

paving previously done, property owners representing 20,000 feet of frontage have called for a 

sandstone block pavement, and owners of another group of lots having 11,000 feet frontage are 

in favor of stone.  This, however, is a comparatively small proportion of the work to be done.  As 

in other cities lately or now undergoing the same experience with their street-paving, the asphalt 

interest has been managed with much adroitness, leaving the other systems almost out of the 

competition. 

 

“Albert Williams, Jr., E. M.” 
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For more information and photographs of the historical Colorado quarries, visit the online links 

below: 

 

Colorado State section on our Stone Quarries and Beyond web site 

http://quarriesandbeyond.org/states/co/colorado.html 

 

The Stone Industry in Quarry Town, Colorado (Lyons Sandstone) 

http://media.wix.com/ugd/84424b_f35ade593df8ff2112918155691f4ed6.pdf 

 

Morrison, Colorado (George Morrison and his red sandstone quarry (on Wikipedia) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morrison,_Colorado 

 

Dimension Stone, presented by the Colorado Geological Survey 

http://geosurvey.state.co.us/minerals/Industrial%20Minerals/Pages/DimensionStone.aspx 

 

Yule Marble, in the Yule Creek Valley southeast of the town of Marble, Colorado (on 

Wikipedia) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yule_Marble 

 

The Colorado Yule Marble Quarry (video on YouTube) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5N_Uk9Effeo 

 

Lyons, Colorado  (Lyons red sandstone)  (on Wikipedia) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyons,_Colorado 
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