HISTORIC QUARRYING IN THE JEFFCO FOOTHILLS

Introduction to Historic Stoneworks
By Sally L. White, with Richard Gardner and Dennis Dempsey

T

he persistence of Morrison and Golden
among the host of “gateway” towns may
have been due to their unique position
to take advantage of the wealth of stone — and
deliver it to markets. As Golden Gate City,
Apex, Mt. Vernon, and Bradford faded, Morrison and Golden continued to prosper into the
20th Century on the strength of their geologic
base and industrial know-how. Today this legacy
has all but vanished, but traces are visible on our
landscape to those who look for them.
Stonecutters at the
Morrison quarry.
Denver Public Library,
Western History Collection
Z-277.
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In 1881, the Denver Daily Times looked back
on Morrison’s “wonderful mineral and other
resources,” which had included seven quarries
of “white sandstone, red sandstone, and blue
sandstone, that [George] Morrison’s practical
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experience told him were of the finest quality,
and, in addition, the two remaining quarries
produced gypsum and limestone.” Twenty years
later, when the Colorado Transcript wrote that
Morrison was “the second town of importance
in Jefferson County,” lime kilns were ending
their dominance, thanks to competition from
Portland cement, and tourism — also based
largely on geology, in the spectacular Red Rocks
nearby — was ascending in value to the local
economy. The Soda Lakes near Morrison, today
a recreational resource, are a remnant of a oncesignificant industry.
Similarly, Golden’s prosperity through those
decades was based on its natural resources. In
the 1870s, Golden had five smelters running at
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once, as well as four flour mills and numerous
lime kilns. From 1867 to the 1930s, several coal
mines fueled the region’s homes and businesses.
Clay from the Parfet, Rubey, and Hoyt quarries
was mined around Golden for virtually all of its
history, helping make pottery, porcelain, bricks,
and tile. Golden’s brickmaking industry lasted
for nearly a century, shipping bricks as far as
China and providing material for many prominent area landmarks.
Nor is Jeffco’s legacy of stoneworks finished. Where dimension
stone and lime have dwindled, today’s society is built on aggregate.
Gravel is still extracted from the
hard rock of the mountain front
as well as from the alluvial deposits of the lower elevations. In
a 2012 Master Plan update, Jeffco Planning & Zoning mapped
24 active mines, most of which
are surface sand or gravel operations along the mountain front.
Major quarries include Asphalt
Paving, at Ralston Dike north of
Golden; the Specification Aggregate quarry near Heritage Square,
now owned by Martin Marietta; and Aggregate
Industries’ Morrison Quarry north of Highway
285. Robinson Brick Co. still produces brick
clay at the Chieftain Mine in Rooney Valley,
and Coors Porcelain (now CoorsTek) depended
on the high-quality fire clays from quarries near
Golden from 1914 to the late 1940s.
With 160,000 acres of good-to-moderate quality
aggregate resources, Jeffco’s production potential
is significant. In the 10 years before 1977, when
the county produced its Mineral Extraction Pol-

icy Plan, Jeffco produced 50% of the aggregate
required in the region.
The county could still have, as it once did, active
quarries atop the Table Mountains extracting the
valuable volcanic latites. But for the vigilance
of citizens, Clear Creek Canyon would also be
lined by a huge quarry instead of Open Space
parkland. Thanks to the vision of groups like
Save the Mesas and PLAN Jeffco, we enjoy —

and profit from — parts of the county that are
still undeveloped (see page 7). That they are not,
today, the pristine, untouched lands we sometimes imagine is revealed here as a reminder of
the resourcefulness of early settlers and the extent to which they inhabited and exploited the
landscape in the early days of industry in Jefferson County. As you dig in, remember we’re only
scratching the surface of our geologic story.

Aggregate
Industries gravel
quarry actively
operating south
of Morrison, as it
appeared in 2009.
Sally L. White

Sketch of foothills
geology, showing
economic resources
in the area and a
cross-section of their
position. Arthur
Lakes, 1905.
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