MP 243 – 244: Pumphouse Curve and Russell Peak
Route
U. S. Highway 40

1

Mile Marker
243
244

X
433428.22
432793.96

Y
4405599.95
4404774.17

Longitude
-105.777603
-105.784926

Latitude
39.797758
39.700268

There is a lot to discover within the
mileage posts of 244 and 245. This section
of the Auto Tour is referred to as the
Pumphouse Curve. Here you will find the
remains of an old Navy facility, a wagon
road crossing and a ski trail. It is also here
that you can see Russell Peak.
The photo on the right is provided by and
used with permission from Gregg Gargan:
Colorado Department of Transportation
Photographer. These photos were taken
during the U. S. Highway widening
project.

The photo on the left shows the
“pumphouse” and also Russell Peak in the
background.
The pumphouse provided the water for the
ski area while it was in operation.
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Taken from the Colorado Department of Transportation’s website:
http://apps.coloradodot.info/dataaccess/Highways/index.cfm?fuseaction=HighwaysMain
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The map above is from a 1956 U. S. Forest Service (USFS) drawing of the Berthoud Pass
Ski Area. The light green arrow points to the location of the Lodge, the blue arrow points
to Pumphouse, the red one points to what the USFS calls “Vacant Cabin Old Navy Dept.
Cosmic Ray Lab”. The orange shows the location of US. Highway 40. The dark green
arrow on the lower map shows the location of the old Flora Park Campground. The
photo by the author is of a foundation found within this section.
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There are several places to access the
Georgetown – Empire –Middle Park
Wagon Road on the Clear Creek County
side of the Pass. This is one of the easiest.
The largest red arrows on the old USFS
aerial photo on the left show the location
of the wagon road crossing at Pumphouse.

The red arrow in the photo on the right
taken by the author in April 2011 shows
the entrance to the wagon road. Care must
be taken when crossing U. S. 40, as it is
on a curve and cars go very fast to reach
the top before the highway becomes a
single lane going north.
There is a small section of the wagon road
on the same side of the highway as
Pumphouse. One of the prettiest sections
of the wagon road starts across US
Highway 40 (orange arrow). Cross the
highway and check out the Pumphouse
drainage (blue arrow). It is difficult to see
the opening when the trees are leafed out.
Once you have found the entrance to the wagon road, it opens up and appears much like
it must have in the 1870’s. This section of the wagon road comes out between mileage
posts 245-246.

Russell Peak
Russell Peak can be seen from this curve. The location of Russell Peak can not be found
on U. S. Geological Survey maps, but the name of the mountain and its location have
been known by locals, back-country hikers and skiers for years.
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Map provided by and used with permission from
Colorado Department of Transportation

In the photo to the left, notice in the righthand lower corner, a section of old road.
With the dates provided by the Denver Library
on this photo, it suggests that this road is be
part of the Georgetown-Empire-Middle Park
Wagon Road, as the auto road was not begun
until 1921.

Title: Mountain west of pass
Photo: glass negative taken by Harry H. Lake
Photo provided by and used with permission from the
Denver Public Library
Date – 1900 – 1920?

Photo provided by the
Federal Highway Administration Archives
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Who is Russell Peak named for?
The peak is named for William Hepburn Russell. Harrison wrote: “And so W.H. Russell
passed on to join his gallant riders and ponies in the great beyond, leaving a monument
among the giants of Colorado. A mighty mountain at the summit of the Berthoud Pass
bears his name – Mount Russell.” 1
Russell built the first six miles of the wagon road west out of Empire to Hoop Creek. It
would take several more years before the wagon road would be completed over the Pass.
But how Russell came to build those first six miles is an amazing story.
William H. Russell was born on January 31, 1812 in Vermont. His father died while he
was a young boy, and his mother married Oliver Bangs in 1816. He moved his family to
Missouri in the late 1820’s. Russell would start his career at sixteen as a merchant clerk.
By twenty-three he married Harriet Elliot Warder in Liberty, Missouri. He opened his
own dry goods store in 1837. This failed and was closed in 1845. He then went into
partnership with James Bullard and their store was successful.

Photo provided by and used with permission from the

St. Joseph Museum, St. Joseph, Missouri

By 1847, Russell with other partners organized wagon trains to deliver military supplies
for the army. This proved to be financially successful. Russell now with a partnership
1

Harrison, Louise C. Empire and the Berthoud Pass published by Big Mountain Press, Denver 1964 Page
191
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with James Brown took another partner, John S. Jones. (Jones Pass is named for John S.
Jones.) (See MP 248-249)
In 1851, he joined the firm of Morehead, Waddell & Company as a full partner. When
Morehead died, the company became known as simply Waddell and Russell. Four years
later, they merged with Alexander Majors and this became “one of the most famous
freight enterprise in the history of the West: Russell, Majors & Waddell.”. 1
In 1854, California Senator William Gwin proposed a bill to Congress for the
government to provide a mail service to California. The bill would never get out of
committee.
The Russell, Majors & Waddell firm “starts a mail-passenger service to both Colorado
and Utah by stagecoach. The Mormon War in 1857 would almost bankrupt the firm due
to losses from stolen or destroyed equipment and supplies”. 2
In December 1859, Senator Gwin proposed to Russell the idea of a fast-mail delivery by
a pony express along the central overland route. Russell wanted a government mail
contract, and convinced his partners to take on the venture. 3
The firm established “the Pony Express mail service under the name of the Central
Overland California & Pike Peak Express Company (C.O.C. & P.P.). On March 2nd
(1860), St. Joseph, Missouri was chosen as the eastern terminus while everyone already
knew Sacramento would be the western terminus. St. Joseph was the perfect choice since
it was connected to the east by railroads and the telegraph… Over 400 horses were
purchased and relay stations are built and staffed 10 -15 miles apart. At relay stations,
riders would change horses. Home stations were 90 – 120 miles apart where riders would
change and rest”.
In May 1860, an incident at the Williams Station in Nevada would lead to the Pyramid
Lake War. The ensuing hostilities would put major delays on the mail delivery. Indians
would attack Pony Express stations throughout May and June. The firm would suffer
over $70,000 in losses due to the war and many employees at the stations lost their lives
due to the attacks.
“On June 16, 1860 Congress authorizes a bill instructing the Secretary of the Treasury to
subsidize the building of a transcontinental telegraph line connecting the west coast to the
Missouri River. On November 7, 1860 Pony Express riders carried word of Abraham
Lincoln’s election as President from Fort Kearney, Nebraska to Placerville, California in
a record 5 days. This was considered one of the most significant accomplishments by the
Pony Express.”
1

This quote and information about William Russell early years came from :Di Certo, Joseph J., The Saga
of the Pony Express Mountain Press Publishing Company Missoula, Mt 2002 Pages 27 -31
2
Information and quotes pertaining to the Pony Express came from: http://www.ponyexpress.org/ponyexpress-historical-timeline
3
Information from The Saga of the Pony Express
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Author’s Note 1: In an email from Jackie Lewin, Director of the St. Joseph Museum, Inc.
dated March 28, 2011, she writes “For the record time of the Pony Express between Fort
Kearney(town is Kearney and fort is Keamy) and Placerville, I think it was 7 days instead
of 5.”
On December 24, 1860 Russell is arrested for suspicion of embezzlement in New York
City. He is accused of borrowing bonds from the Indian Trust Fund worth $870,000 and
using them to get loans. On January 29, 1861 Russell is indicated by a grand jury for the
District of Columbia for cheat, defraud and impoverishing the United States. Russell is
saved from prosecution because the approaching Civil War interfered with the case.
Author’s Note: In the same email as above, the Director of the St. Joseph Museum writes:
“Russell was an interesting person. We tell our student visitors that he was a risk taker
and in their language-hyperactive. Sometimes he was impulsive and did not always look
at the consequences. In describing his use of the bonds from the Indian Trust Fund, I
think Russell felt justified in that the government did owe the company money which
they never paid. After the losses of the wagon train (carrying supplies to the Army in
Utah) from the Mormon War, the company was to be reimbursed. This really led to the
downfall of the company. Russell thought that the government might pay the debt and he
could get the bonds back from the creditors before they called for the money. Of course,
this didn’t happen. Although, it was illegal for him to receive the Indian Trust bonds in
the first place. I guess I just like to include the government’s role in the CPC&PP
situation.” In another email she writes: “Another thing I did not add in regard to Russell
taking the chance with the bonds is that the COC&PP were counting on the Pony Express
as an advertising gimmick to draw attention of Congress to their Central Route and their
company in hopes of getting the government mail contract away from Butterfield.”
“On March 2, 1861 Congress and President Buchanan agree to spend $800,000 to keep
the Pony Express going despite the woes of Russell, Majors and Waddell. On March 11,
1861 Russell is released from jail on a “technicality of the law” over the bond scandal.
None of the bonds were recovered. The government was forced to reimburse the Indian
Trust Fund to the tune of $759,525.56. On April 26, 1861, Russell resigns as president of
the C. O. C. & P. P. Express Company…On October 24, 1861 the Pony Express is
discontinued.” 2
Author’s Note: In a second email from Jackie Lewin, Director of the St. Joseph Museum,
Inc. dated March 28, 2011, she writes: “My information is that the fastest mail delivery
between telegraph points was 7 days and 17 hours in March 1861 with the inaugural
address of Abraham Lincoln.”
In May 1861, Russell is in Colorado and is exploring a route for his stage line. He
recommends the Cherokee Trail route, but the people of Denver will not help with the
1

Emails have been used by permission of Jackie Lewin, Director of the St. Joseph Museum.
Information and quotes pertaining to the Pony Express came from: http://www.ponyexpress.org/ponyexpress-historical-timeline
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funding. So Russell orders his trail blazers (these would include E. L. Berthoud, Jim
Bridger and T. Hoopes) to Empire to explore a route over the Snowy Range.
William H. Russell attends a gala celebration held in his honor on May 30, 1861 at
Golden, Colorado. He shared the honors of the night with his Honor William Gilpin, first
governor of the Territory of Colorado. After the ball he returned by special coach to
Leavenworth, establishing a record staging time of three days and twenty-one hours. The
Rocky Mountain News, dated June 12, 1861, printed a letter from W. H. Russell which
said that after a meeting of the Board of Directors of the C.CO.C. & P. P., they would
dispatch Major (Jim) Bridger and E. S. (L.) Berthoud “to review, locate and mark out the
proposed new road from Denver to the Great Salt Lake City, Utah”’ 1
The survey team returns on September 19, 1861 and the Rocky Mountain News on
October 12, published the Results Obtained by the Survey of the New route for the
Overland Travel and mail, from the Valley of the South Platte to Provo and Great Lake.
E. L. Berthoud would state: “The estimate forwarded to the C. O. C. & P. P. is however,
for the whole line and will fall a little short of the $100,000 for a first class road.” 2
On July 1, 1862 Surveyor General Francis M. Case departs for Berthoud Pass to examine
if this route would work for both the wagon road and railroad route. On July 25, 1862 the
Rocky Mountain News reports that wagon road was practicable but in order to meet the
grade requirements for the railroad, the railroad would be located 282 feet above the
water of Clear Creek when it reached Empire City. 3
On August 30, 1862, Russell would arrange for a pleasure party into Middle Park, going
over in a stage. The party would include packers and cooks, a large pack train carrying
blankets, clothing, cooking utensils, and potables. The eight women in the party were the
first white women to cross the Snowy Range. 4
The Weekly Commonwealth and Republican on November 6, 1862 reported that William
H. Russell, Esq. announced the opening of the Wagon Road across the Range to Hot
Sulphur Springs in Middle Park. “Ground was broken and work commenced yesterday,
and Mr. Russell and his associates assure us that the road can and will be completed for
wagons and freight by the first of July next.” 5
Harrison writes that in the summer of 1863, “Approximately fifty men were at work
clearing and grading W. H. Russell’s road under Wilson E. Sisty, construction
superintendent.” 6 In August 1863, W. N. Byers writes in the Rocky Mountain News:
“The route along the Russell road to Hoop’s creek – about six miles- is excellent. This
1

Harrison, Louise C. Empire and the Berthoud Pass published by Big Mountain Press, Denver 1964
Pages 62 - 63
2
Page 79
3
Page 85
4
Pages 86 - 87
5
Page 90
6
P. 122
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road is the best of the kind in Colorado, and will reflect credit upon Mr. Russell, the
projector and principal proprietor, for long years to come.” 1
In the spring of 1864, Russell’s Clear Creek and Hot Sulphur Springs Road was
reorganized and incorporated under the name of The Denver and Pacific Road Company.
Harrison writes the following description of the Russell road: “Following Clear Creek as
it splashed over rocks frequently large enough to send a spray high in the air, the road
was shaded by towering cliffs and tall pine trees while wildflowers daubed the banks with
patches of color, blue, yellow, pink. Wagon wheels rolled smoothly and horses raced
over it at top speed. Only the pack mules and burros balked and tried to turn back,
knowing well from experience what lay ahead. The beautiful road ended abruptly at
Hoopes Creek at the base of that steep mountain where the formidable trails, ‘standing
toward heaven at an angle of some sixty degrees, toiled over the Vasquez and Berthoud
Passes. But Mr. Russell’s nemesis* must be blamed for this sudden terminal to his
splendid road.” 2

Russell’s road ended where it met Hoop
Creek. The well-defined footprint of the road
can still be seen today.
Photo by author - 2010

Note: Additional information about the wagon road is found in the section: GeorgetownEmpire-Middle Park Wagon Road.
The Pony Express website writes: “The 48-year-old Russell went to New York and failed
as a stockbroker because of the bond scandal. No one would trust him. Russell filed
bankruptcy on April 3, 1865. Exactly five years since the first rider left St. Joseph. His
assets were sold off to pay creditors. He returned to Missouri by way of family because
of failing health. William H. Russell died at the age of 60 on September 10, 1872.” 3

1

Harrison, Louise C. Empire and the Berthoud Pass published by Big Mountain Press, Denver 1964 P. 129
* Ben Holiday was the owner of the Overland Wagon Company that now took the overland route for mail
delivery over Boulder Pass and west. This eliminated the tie-in with Russell’s road over Berthoud Pass.
2
Harrison, Louis C. Pages 189 - 190
3
http://www.ponyexpress.org/pony-express-historical-timeline
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Di Certo wrote in the Saga of the Pony
Express: “After the demise of the Pony
Express, Russell tried his hand at various
businesses without any success. His highpowered friends all but ignored him. He
died a disappointed man on September 10,
1872.” 1

Photo taken from the Berthoud Pass Lodge
Snowcat looking at Russell Peak from Mines
Peak.
Stanley Peak is in the background on the left.
Photo by author - 1999

So why was a mountain on Berthoud Pass named after William H. Russell? Harrison
may give us the answer.
“Regardless of his reputation elsewhere, the frontier west revered and respected him. The
Rocky Mountain News published the notice of his demise on June 11, 1872 (date given)
with a glowing obituary:
His death will be deeply mourned by many thousands through the frontiers of our
new west, whose growth and greatness he helped to shape at the cost of his fortune.
And so W. H. Russell passed on to join his gallant riders and ponies in the great beyond,
leaving a monument among the giants of Colorado. A mighty mountain at the summit of
Berthoud Pass bears his name – Mount Russell.”

1

Di Certo, Joseph J., The Saga of the Pony Express Mountain Press Publishing Company Missoula, Mt
2002 Pages 202
MP 243 – 244: Pumphouse and Russell Peak

(PAW 2012)

10

This Photo of the Russell Peak taken between
Mileage posts 243 and 244 or The Pumphouse Curve.
Photo by author - 2011

This is a photo of the back side of Stanley Peak taken between mileage
posts 244 and 245 or The Narrows Curve.
Photo by author - 2011
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Avalanche Path:
Pumphouse Bank
Location: Mile 243.5
Terrain Specifications:
Starting Zone elevation: 11,280 ft.
Runout Zone elevation: 11,200 ft.
Length of path:

Vertical fall to roadway: 80 ft.
Maximum vertical fall: 80 ft.

Avalanche Data:
Length of road affected: 1350 ft.
Average avalanche activity/year: N/A
Average avalanche activity affecting road/year: 0.07
Control Methods:
Static Control: None
Mobile control: None
Comments: This cut bank slide was created when the highway was widened in 1987.
Snow slides rarely reach the highway, but on occasion a skier or heavy snow events will
trigger a slide putting a small amount of debris on the highway.

Photo of the upper portion of the Pumphouse bank by Ray T. Mumford - 2011
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