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Your benefits with a 15-year mortgage…

Refinance Your Home
Visit with Rio Grande 

Savings and Loan Today. 
Ask about a Fixed Rate, 

15-Year, Home Mortgage.

• Build equity faster
• Pay down the principal quicker and 

build equity in your home faster.
• Shorter path to debt free 

home ownership
• Owning your home debt free is a 

goal that should excite you as a 
home owner.

• Long-term savings
 A 15-year mortgage will have a 
lower interest rate than a 30 year 
mortgage.

 Half as many years of payments also 
means you pay half as many years 
(vs. 30 years) of interest.

 That means you save on interest 
cost over the short and long term. 

Denise Heersink
719-852-5933
901 First Avenue

Monte Vista

Courtesy photo
Folks meet at the Nelson Tunnel to talk about historic structures, Fall 2020.

By Lyndsie FerreLL
MINERAL COUNTY  — A 

drive on the Bachelor  Loop 
outside of Creede invariably leads 
to the moment where onlookers 
first lay their eyes on the Nelson 
Tunnel/Commodore Superfund 
site structures — ore houses, adits, 
cribbing and workshops. They 
stand perched atop scree fields, 
tower over the dusty road, and 
nestled between volcanic cliffs. 
Mouths fall open, cameras click, 
and folks ask themselves how on 
Earth such beautiful structures can 
still be standing. 

T h e  s i g h t  h a s  b e c o m e 
emblematic of the rich mining 
history of Creede, where miners 
extracted metals for almost 100 
years through ingenuity and 
grit. In fact, not only are the 
buildings representative of the 
mining boom in Creede but also 
mining in the state of Colorado. 
Eric Twitty, a mining historian, 
archaeologist, and author who has 
worked in Colorado for over 25 
years, believes that the site is an 
incredibly rare and unique look at 
Colorado mining history because 
so many details are still intact. 

Whereas most old mining sites 
are either taken apart and used 
elsewhere or vandalized, the 
Nelson Tunnel/Commodore site 
experienced several boom and bust 
cycles, remaining in operation for 
decades. Equipment was reused, 
buildings repurposed, creating a 
site with several layers of history.

One explosive example is the 
dynamite thawing shack which 
still stands a hundred yards to 
the south of the mid-level sorting 
house. Yes, you read that correctly, 
a dynamite thawing house. Before 
TNT was reformulated to have 
a lower freezing temperature, 
it froze at around 50 degrees 
Fahrenheit.  In order to blast 
through tunnels, workers had 
to thaw the TNT with heating 
elements. What a job! 

Unfortunately, these iconic 
buildings, the stolid subjects of so 
many photographs, are becoming 
increasingly fragile. In fact, Twitty 
estimates that the mid-level ore 
sorting house that dates back to 
around 1900 may fall down in the 
next couple of years.  

This Fall, Twitty and Erica 
Warzel, a historic preservation 
specialist and owner of Clerestory 
Prese rva t ion ,  d i scussed  the 
fragility of the site, its historic 
importance, and the push to save 
the structures from a fate sealed in 

talus slopes. The two have paved 
the way for the historic structures 
to be placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places, which 
would simultaneously place it on 
the State Register. 

The National Register looks 
for sites that have historical 
significance and site integrity. 
In that respect, the Nelson site 
is the crown jewel of mining 
in  Colorado.  Preserving the 
structures, however, won’t be 
accomplished by a  Nat ional 
Historic designation alone, which 
is expected to occur in summer 
2021. Designation opens the door 
for funding opportunities, but as 
Twitty explained, some structures 
need immediate attention.  

After hearing Twitty’s and 
Wa r z e l ’s  p l e a  f o r  a c t i o n , 
representatives from Mineral 
County, Headwaters Alliance, 
Rio Grande National Forest , 
Colorado Department of Health 
and Environment ,  EPA,  and 
Colorado Division of Mining 
Reclamation and Safety discussed 
ways to fund emergency measures 
such as  get t ing a  roof  over 
the mid-level ore house and 
constructing reinforcements to 
prevent collapse.  

Eventually, the County plans to 
restore the entire site, preserving 
one of the most iconic examples of 
mining history in all of Colorado 
with the help of  grants  and 
donations. 

“There are still a lot of puzzle 
pieces that have to fit together 
before all of this can be finalized 
but each of the three County 
Commissioners are committed 
to making this venture a reality 
because they see the urgent, vital 
and imperative nature of preserving 
these beloved structures,” said 
Mineral County Administrator 
Janelle Kukuk. 

The project will be costly and 
time-consuming, but as part of the 
identity of Creede and Colorado, it 
has long-term cultural and historic 
benefits. For now, the site remains 
in a precarious situation. Someday 
soon, on the other hand, onlookers 
may be asking themselves how 
people built and worked in such 
beautiful buildings as opposed 
to wondering if it’s the last time 
they’ll ever see them standing. 

For more information, contact 
Development and Engagement 
Coord ina tor  Alex  Handloff , 
at the Headwaters Alliance at 
coordinator@headwatersalliance.
org.

Helping historic mining structures stay upright


