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Introduction  

Background/Purposes 

This project is the second phase of a project to survey the historic properties located 
along Montezuma Avenue, and to begin a survey of other historic properties located 
within the original Cortez townsite. In the first phase of the project, the City of Cortez 
obtained a Certified Local Government (CLG) grant (#CO-11-014) to finance a survey of 
at least forty-one historic properties. The first phase was completed in June of 2012.  
 
The first phase survey was located within the original townsite along Montezuma 
Avenue and resulted in a recommendation that the community consider establishing a 
historic district on part of the Avenue. The first survey also identified additional 
properties located to the east of the survey area that might be considered for inclusion 
in a potential historic district.  
 
The second phase of the survey addressed the recommendations of the first survey. It 
also included nine properties located off of Montezuma Avenue, but within the original 
Cortez townsite as part of an overall effort to document historic sites throughout the 
original townsite. This project is funded by a Certified Local Government (CLG) grant 
(#CO-12-019). 
 
A large positive response from property owners after the publication of the first survey 
data has resulted in at least 14 owner-initiated applications for placement on the local 
Cortez Historic Register.  The information provided in this second phase should help 
continue that enthusiasm to preserve local history.  The survey data provides basic 
necessary information for the community to pursue a historic district on Montezuma 
Avenue, and to contemplate further survey work within the historic areas of Cortez.  
The City will use the data to guide future planning, development and interpretation 
projects. The project results also provide valuable information for property owners 
contemplating restoration or rehabilitation of their historic property.  
 
Federal Funding Acknowledgement 
The activity that is the subject of this material has been financed in part with Federal 
funds from the National Historic Preservation Act, administered by the National Park 
Service, U.S. Department of the Interior for History Colorado.  However, the contents 
and opinions do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department of 
the Interior or History Colorado, nor does the mention of trade names or commercial 
products constitute an endorsement or recommendation by the Department of the 
Interior or History Colorado. 
 
This program receives Federal funds from the National Park Service.  Regulations of the 
U.S. Department of the Interior strictly prohibit unlawful discrimination in departmental 
Federally-assisted programs on the basis of race, color, national origin, age or handicap.  
Any person who believes he or she has been discriminated against in any program, 
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activity, or facility operated by a recipient of Federal assistance should write to: 
Director, Equal Opportunity Program, U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park 
Service, 1849 C Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20240. 
 
Project Description 
The sites in this survey that are located along East Montezuma Avenue are situated 
within the /ƻŦŦƛƴΩǎ IƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘe /ƻŦŦƛƴΩǎ Addition to the City of Cortez, which 
became part of Cortez within a year of the original townsitŜΩǎ ǇƭŀǘǘƛƴƎ.  Thirty-two sites 
were recorded along Montezuma Avenue.  An additional nine sites were recorded on 
Ash and North Streets in the area just south of Montezuma Avenue and within the 
original Cortez townsite. The surveyor completed a total of forty-one survey forms.  
 
The City of Cortez Historic Preservation Board supervised and coordinated the project 
under the direction of the Chair, Linda Towle, and with assistance from Chris Burkett, 
the Cortez Grants and Special Projects Coordinator.  Jill Seyfarth, the Principal of 
Cultural Resource Planning of Durango, Colorado, contracted with the City of Cortez in 
July of 2011 and completed the project in May of 2012. 
 
The History Colorado Office of Historic Preservation staff contacts for this work were 
Dan Corson and Elizabeth (Liz) Blackwell.  Leslie Giles also provided initial direction on 
this project before she left her position in October of 2012. 
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Survey Area  
 
Legal Description 
The cumulative survey area encompasses approximately 15 acres.  The survey of the 
Montezuma Avenue properties includes lots located on both the north and south sides 
of Montezuma Avenue between the east boundary of Kemper Elementary School (which 
is halfway between Adams and Park Streets) on the east, and halfway between Ash and 
Washington Streets on the west. A large parking lot on the south side of Montezuma 
Avenue at Harrison Street (adjacent to the City Market Grocery Store) was excluded 
from the survey, since the parking lot was created less than 50 years ago and contains 
no historic structures. The parcels located on the south side of Montezuma Avenue 
between Adams Street and Filmore Court were also excluded because they exhibit lot 
and landscape characteristics effected in the early 1960s that were different from 
Montezuma Avenue. The survey area also includes nine lots located within the original 
townsite on Ash and North Streets. 
 
The survey area is located within the north ½ of Section 26 of Township 36 N, Range 
16W, New Mexico Principal Meridian, Cortez, Montezuma County, Colorado. Figures 1 
and 2 illustrate the survey area. 
 
Physical Setting 
The City of Cortez is located in southwest Colorado in the geographic area known as the 
Montezuma Valley, at an elevation of about 6200 feet above sea level.  It is situated in a 
transitional area between the arid scrublands to the south and the forested montane 
environment of the Rocky Mountains to the northeast. The climate is semi-arid, with an 
average annual precipitation of about thirteen inches. 
 
In 2010 the census counted 8,482 people in Cortez and 25,535 people in Montezuma 
County.  Cortez is the county seat and the largest community in the county. The City 
covers 3,930 acres or 6.2 square miles. US Highway 160 runs east-west through the 
middle of town and serves as the main commercial thoroughfare.  The highway bends to 
ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǿŜǎǘ ŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ-south oriented US 
Highway 491. 
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Figure 1 Survey area on the Cortez, Colorado 7.5 minute U.S.G.S. quadrangle map 
 

  

Phase II 
survey 
areas  
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Figure 2    Survey Areas with street address numbers 
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Research Design and Methods  
 

Research Design 
 
The surveyΩǎ objectives were to document the history and current condition of 
identified properties, to provide a preliminary evaluation of their eligibility for the 
National Register of Historic Places, and to determine the nature and extent of a historic 
district on Montezuma Avenue.  Research focused on gathering historical and 
architectural data that would help determine the historic significance of the resource 
within the context of local, regional and national history.  The resulting data included 
information specific to the property and identified local influences, such as economic 
trends or natural settings.   
 
A file search requested of History Colorado in June, 2012, revealed no sites had yet been 
documented on state survey forms in the survey area.  The file search indicated that 
forty-six sites are located in the immediately surrounding areas in addition to the forty-
one sites recorded in phase one in 2011-2012. Tables listing the recorded sites are 
included in the Appendix. The recorded sites are all historic structures related to the 
establishment and development of Cortez between 1886 and 1950. They include 
standing commercial and residential buildings and a remnant of a segment of a Cortez 
ditch. Most of the sites recorded before the 2011 survey were documented in either 
1981 as part of a state wide cultural resource planning process, or in 1995 by 
Preservation Partnership as part of a planning study commissioned by the City of Cortez 
and partly funded by Preservation Grant #SHF 1995-M3-050. Of these sites, the 
Montezuma Valley National Bank and Store Building (5MT11979 and 5MT19093) and 
the Ertel Funeral Home (5MT6925) are listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  
 
The City of Cortez maintains a historic register. None of the homes in this survey are 
listed on the local register. The landscaped median that runs down the middle of 
Montezuma Avenue is listed on the local register.  
 
Since the survey area was located on residential streets that were platted as part of the 
establishment of the City of Cortez, the project was anticipated to address residential 
buildings constructed between 1886 and 1960. An initial windshield review of the 
resources suggested that most of the buildings were constructed between 1910 and 
1950.  One school was included in the survey area.   
 
  Major archival materials identified for use included: 

¶ County property records 

¶ Local historical society materials 

¶ Locally published informal histories, memoirs and a walking tour brochure 

¶ Historic photographs 

¶ Newspaper archives 

¶ Limited oral interviews 
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¶ Information volunteered by the public 

¶ Publicly  accessible federal records, including census and social security death 
indices 

 
Historical city directories for Cortez do not include address references and were not 
expected to be particularly useful. Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps were not available for 
this part of town. 
  
Historic contexts for the Cortez area are discussed in History Colorado Resources 
Planning Protection Process Colorado Plateau Country Historic Context by Michael B. 
Husband (1984).  This context, while in serious need of an update, provides general 
background information on community development in southwest Colorado. Paul 
hΩwƻǳǊƪŜΩǎ Frontier in Transition, A History of Southwestern Colorado (1980) provides 
additional historical background.  History ColoradoΩǎ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 
document for the Southern Colorado River Basin (Lipe et al 1999) is also useful. Full 
citations for these sources are listed in the Bibliography. 
 

A local historic context was developed in 1995 for the commercial areas of Cortez by 
Preservation Partnership as part of a planning study commissioned by the City of Cortez. 
The context divided the cƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻǳǊ topics, 
covering the pioneer era from 1880 to 1920, tourism and transportation from 1906 to 
the present, the automobile and city expansion era from 1920 to 1945, and 
modernism/post World War II to the present. This historic context offered information 
about the commercial development of the City of Cortez. The first phase of this survey 
indicated three general historic contexts: Founding and Early Development of Cortez 
1886-1899; Struggles with prosperity 1900-1939; and Vaulting into the modern age 
1940-1960.  
 
  

Survey Methodology 
The project began with an introduction to the public.  Each property owner received a 
letter informing them of the survey and inviting them to come to the meeting with any 
information they would like to share about the history of their property. The Cortez 
Historic Preservation Board hosted the public meeting on July 19, 2012, where Jill 
Seyfarth gave a short presentation on the project.  
 
Field survey work was conducted between August and December of 2012, and in 
January of 2013.  Property owners and tenants encountered during the survey were 
very helpful in providing whatever information they had about their property. 
 
The survey practices followed the guidelines of the Colorado Cultural Resource Survey 
Manual.  The project included an intensive survey of all forty-one properties. The survey 
area was drawn on a City of Cortez aerial photo and map.  A temporary number was 
assigned to each property, which was later assigned a state site number.   
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Each building was described, photographed, researched, and mapped. Sites were 
recorded on Colorado Cultural Resource Survey Architectural Inventory forms and 
located on USGS topographic maps (Cortez 7.5 minute quadrangle map 1965). The 
Colorado Cultural Resource Survey Manual lexicon table and the Guide to Colorado 
Architecture defined the architectural styles assigned to the buildings.   Terms from the 
MŀƴǳŀƭΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƭŜȄƛŎƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΦ1   
 
Each property was photographed during the field review.  All photographs were made 
from digital files and are black and white four by six inch prints on true black and white 
paper.  Photographs were labeled using archivally acceptable foil-backed labels and 
sleeved as specified by History Colorado. A photo log accompanied the photographs. 
 
UTM data was produced via a Garmin WAAS-enabled GPS Unit, and verified through the 
software program TOPO 2! -National Geographic Society. Site maps incorporated data 
from the Cortez GIS database. 
 
This final report explains the survey findings, reviews the general historical development 
ƻŦ /ƻǊǘŜȊΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŦƛŜƭŘ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ local, state or 
National Register of Historic Places either for individual listing or as part of a historic 
district.  The report and copies of each survey form will be provided to the Cortez 
Historic Preservation Board, as well as to History Colorado per the terms of the project 
contract. The Cortez Historic Preservation Board will provide each property owner with 
a copy of their survey form. 
 
Jill Seyfarth conducted the survey and research. Archival research occurred between 
June 2012 and February 2013.  Research took place in Cortez, Durango and Denver, 
Colorado.  The Cortez Public Library offered clippings files and locally published histories 
and memoirs, and historic maps.  The Montezuma County Historical Society provided 
publications.  ¢ƘŜ aƻƴǘŜȊǳƳŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅ !ǎǎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎΣ ¢ǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƭŜǊƪΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŀƭƭ 
contained property information. The research included searches in the Fort Lewis 
College Center of Southwest Studies, the Denver Public Library and the Stephen Hart 
Library (History Colorado) for historic photographs, business directories and 
miscellaneous sources.   
 
Various books and published material provided histories of the Cortez area.  They 
include The River of Sorrows; The History of the Lower Dolores River Valley, edited by 
Gregory D Kendrick and A History of Montezuma County, by Ira Freeman. The 
aƻƴǘŜȊǳƳŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ compendium of local memoirs and 
biographies provided background. It is called Great Sage Plain to Timberline: Our Pioneer 
History Volumes I-IV.  A recent publication called Cortez is a collaboration of three 

                                                 
1
 History Coloradoôs survey manuals and guidelines are available online at  

http://www.historycolorado.org/oahp/survey-inventory-forms 
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residents and includes numerous historic photographs. These sources are listed with 
additional references in the Bibliography.   
 
Local history buffs, Joyce Lawrence and Jeremiah Tjossem, helped with research of the 
Montezuma County records. Local historian and lifetime resident June Head very 
graciously offered guidance and information.  Janet Weeth generously provided an 
extensive compilation of data that she had prepared for other research projects about 
Cortez. Richard Feit, the G.I.S. Coordinator for the City of Cortez prepared and provided 
base maps for each site.  Linda Towle and Chris Burkett ably administered the process. 
The project was made so much better as a result of the help from these individuals.  
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Historic Context  
 
Historic Overview of Cortez 
Southwest Colorado has a rich and longstanding cultural tradition. The remains of 
people attributed to Archaic (beginning around 7500 B.C), subsequent Basketmaker 
(500 B.C.-750 B.C.) and Ancestral Puebloan traditions have all been identified in the 
area.  Utes, Europeans and Americans arrived later. Archaeological findings indicate that 
the first Utes to migrate into the Mesa Verde region may have arrived as early as 1300, 
at roughly the time the Ancestral Puebloans departed from the area.2  Written historical 
accounts indicate the Utes were among the tribes trading with the Spanish in present 
day New Mexico by 1598.  
 
Spanish explorers came north to the region from Mexico. Juan De Onate brought the 
earliest Spanish settlers to the Rio Grande Valley in present day New Mexico in 1598. 
Between 1761 and 1765, Juan Maria Antonio de Rivera led an expedition from New 
Mexico on a route toward present day Delta, Colorado, in search of gold and silver. In 
1776, Fathers Dominguez and Escalante traversed the area in search of a route from 
Santa Fe to the California missions.  Much of their route later became the Old Spanish 
Trail, which was used between 1830 and 1840 by Santa Fe traders on their way to 
California. 
 
Spain relinquished its territories to Mexico in 1821. When the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo ended the United States-Mexican War in 1848, Mexico ceded its northern 
holdings to the United States and much of the future state of Colorado became part of 
the United States.   
 
Cattle men and would-be miners entered this newly opened American territory, but 
their efforts were considerably diminished in the 1860s by the Civil War.  Those who 
returned after the war faced the issue of trespassing. Almost all of the land they wanted 
was owned by the Utes. The United States Government aggressively negotiated a series 
of agreements with the Utes to further Federal control of lucrative minerals located on 
Ute land, and to obtain property for new settlement.  In 1874, the Brunot Agreement 
with the Utes opened land in the southwestern part of the Colorado territory to non-
natives. The scene was set for settlement and development. 
 
Founding and Early Development of Cortez 1886-1899 
Although early settlers were already moving to the area, the formal townsite of Cortez 
was launched as part of ŀƴ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊΩǎ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Montezuma Valley.  The open country located in the far southwestern corner of 
Colorado suggested an opportunity to James W. Hanna.  He realized that the vast 
expanses of land in the arid Montezuma Valley could be desirable to farmers-and 

                                                 
2
 Lipe, William; Varien, Mark; Wilshusen, Richard. Colorado Prehistory: A Context for the Southern 

Colorado River Basin. Colorado Council of Professional Archaeologists: Denver, 1999. Page 354. 
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therefore financially lucrative- if he could somehow provide more water.  The Denver-
based promoter raised $200,000 in capital to create the Montezuma Valley Water 
Supply Company (MVWSC).  The Colorado State Archives records indicate Hanna filed 
for incorporation on December 11, 1885.3 Principals were listed as: 

¶ Burtis L. Arbecam of Boston who served as president and whose name lives on in 
Cortez on Arbecam Street, 

¶ James W. Hanna as Vice President and General Manager, 

¶ Emory S. Turner of  New York as Secretary, and  

¶ A.B. Chamberlain of Denver as Treasurer. 
 
Steven Smith was hired to manage daily business matters. The investors planned to 
build a 5,400 foot long tunnel with siphons and flumes to divert water from the Dolores 
River drainage to the Montezuma Valley.  The company expected to provide water to up 
to 50,000 people and to irrigate 200,000 acres.4  
 
A new town would provide services to the water system workers and a commercial 
center for the farmers who would flock to the area.  Hanna, the brainchild behind the 
ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴŜŘ ŀ ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 
prosperous future. In later years, he lobbied extensively for a railroad connection that 
never came.  But first, he needed to develop the new townsite. There is some 
uncertainty about who named the City after Spanish explorer Hernán Cortéz, but most 
historical sources credit either Hanna or his water company with providing the name.5 
 
As the manager of the MVWSC, Hanna went to work to create a city. Using a method 
quite common to real estate development at that time, the company capitalized on the 
generous provisions of the Homestead Act to acquire land for the townsite.  Under the 
Homestead Act of 1862, a potential settler could file a claim, make certain 
improvements to the land to establish that property as a farm or ranch and then receive 
title without spending any money to purchase the property.  The much-abused 
Homestead Act often resulted in granting ǘƛǘƭŜ ǘƻ άƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 
townsites when their owners sold the property to real estate developers.   
 
The MVWSC set up two helpful individuals to file abutting homestead claims of 80 acres 
each.   Algernon S. Dutton filed on the northern tract. William A. Upchurch claimed the 
southern tract.  Dutton was a well known pioneer in southwestern Colorado.  This 
project was among the last in his life. He died in nearby Archuleta County on December 
                                                 
3
 Colorado State Archives Records of Incorporations; secondary sources cite an incorporation date of 

September 16, 1885. 
4
 Kendrick, Gregory D editor. The River of Sorrows; The History of the Lower Dolores River Valley. 

Accessed on line on July 21, 2011 at 

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/rmr/river_of_sorrows/index.htm. 

United States Department of the Interior, 1981. 
5
 Hall, Frank. History of Colorado Volume 4. Chicago, Illinois: Blakely Printing Company,1895, page 226 

and Freeman, Ira S. A History of Montezuma County. Boulder, Colorado: Johnson Publishing Company, 

1958. Page 66. 
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14, 1885, about a year before the Land Office gave him clear title to the land.6  On the  
same day ŀǎ 5ǳǘǘƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ the County Clerk recorded a sale ŦǊƻƳ 5ǳǘǘƻƴΩǎ family to 
MVWSC president Burtis L. Arbecam.7  Dutton had signed a power of attorney in 1884 to 
authorize M.J. Wine to transact the sale of this land, so it appears that Dutton had 
anticipated his own death and how it might have affected the future of Cortez. William 
A. Upchurch managed to stay alive for the entire process. His 80-acre tract made up the 
southern half of the original townsite.  
 

 
Figure 3    This original Cortez plat was filed in La Plata County.  Montezuma County was 
not created until 1889. Nine sites recorded as part of this survey are located within the 
red outline. 

                                                 
6
 Title was provided on December 9, 1886. 

7
 Bureau of Land Management General Land Office Records COCOAA 020298 and 020309; and obituary 

information included in Pagosa Springs Sun article on local history published December 12, 2002; and 

deed information available in the Montezuma County Clerkôs Office. 


