
Researching
James McLaughlin &
The Second Ranch 
in the Estes Valley

A Genealogist’s Perspective



How This Project Began

Questions About Carriage Hills

• How did Carriage Hills get started?

• Who owned this land?

• Who lived here first?

• Expanding my focus in time and geography

• Jim Pickering: “There was an early ranch in the Carriage Hills area”

• Today’s program focuses on a very early resident: James McLaughlin

No photos of McLaughlin or the ranch



Imagine James McLaughlin Was Your Ancestor

Where to begin?

• Prior research – family history books & local history books

• Ancestry.com or other online genealogy resources, DNA research

• Historical newspapers in online archives

• Direct descendants and their relatives (if you can find any)

• Museums and historical societies

• Libraries

• Family lore

• Educated guesses

Tip: All these sources apply 
even if you are researching 
someone who was not your 
ancestor (except DNA)



Prior Research

• James McLaughlin had a ranch in the Estes Valley

• Griff Evans and James McLaughlin had a working relationship. Both 
raised cattle.

• McLaughlin raised potatoes and barley, and experimented with 
timothy

• McLaughlin was born in 1825 (actually 1824)

• He testified at the Grand Jury hearing on Dunraven’s land grabbing 
homestead scheme

• Sources: Brief mentioning in This Blue Hollow and other books



Griff Evans Ranch

Griff Evans Ranch, circa 1878
Credit: Rocky Mountain 
National Park archives



Colorado Historic Newspapers Collection

www.coloradohistoricnewspapers.org

Tip: Look for free historic 
newspaper collections
in the state where your
ancestor lived.



Colorado Historic Newspapers Collection



Abner Sprague’s Stories

“Of squatters on lands in Estes Park, only Joel Estes, Griff Evans, James 
McLaughlin, and James Nugent (Rocky Mountain Jim) remained longer than one 
year….Of those in the Park at the time of the sub-division, only Evans and 
McLaughlin’s names appear as having proved up on places…..James McLaughlin 
entered a quarter section joining the land on which he had a squatter’s right, not on 
the land where his buildings were. Both Evans and McLaughlin proved up on their 
places after selling out to the Dunraven interests.”

Sprague, Abner E. “The Estes and Rocky Mountain National Parks: An Historical 
Reminiscence.” Estes Park Trail, 28 Apr 1922, p. 3



Abner Sprague’s Stories

“At the time of the trouble, and for some time previous to the shooting, there 

had been stopping with Mountain Jim at a cabin on the McLaughlin Ranch 

two miles up Fish Creek from the Evans’ home, a young man by the name of 

Brown, who was the only witness to the shooting, outside of the interested 

parties.”

Sprague, Abner E. “The Estes and Rocky Mountain National Parks: An 
Historical Reminiscence.” Estes Park Trail, 19 May 1922, p. 3



Ancestry.com Research

• James McLaughlin born on October 7, 1824, in in Fairview Township, 
Butler County, Pennsylvania

• His parents were Peter McLaughlin and Eleanor (McDermott) 
McLaughlin

• He was the oldest of 6 children, 4 boys and 2 girls

• Be careful when using other people’s online research!
• Is this the right James McLaughlin?

• Is the information provided correct?

• Find multiple sources.

• Make direct connections with your own research.

Tip: Create a family tree for 
the person even if not related 
to you or you don’t know how 
they are related to you.



James McLaughlin Ancestry.Com Tree

James McLaughlin’s Granddaughter
Living descendants found!



James McLaughlin’s Descendants

James McLaughlin’s
Granddaughter

Living
Descendants



Search For Other James McLaughlin Trees



Find Other Researchers



Peter McLaughlin (1794 – 1834)

• Served in the War of 1812 for 61 days.

• Established 400-acre farm in 1816 via Pennsylvania land warrant 
(not based on war service)

• Married Eleanor McDermott (1801 – 1888) in 1821. They had 6 
children.

• Died young in 1834 at age 40, leaving widow with young children

• Because he served at least 60 days in the War of 1812 Eleanor was 
able to get a war widows pension of $8 per month in the 1870’s

• Eleanor continued to live on the family farm the rest of her life

• Source: War of 1812 Pension and Bounty Land Warrant Application 
Files (Fold3.com)



Establishing the Family Farm – Land Warrant

Source: Pennsylvania 

Land Warrants

and Applications 

1733 - 1952

Ancestry.com



Finding the 
Family Farm

Fairview Township

Pennsylvania

Dunlap, Jas, et al. Map of Butler 

County, Pennsylvania. [S.l.: s.n, 

1858] Map. Retrieved from the 

Library of Congress, 

www.loc.gov/item/2004629221/

http://www.loc.gov/item/2004629221/


Finding the 
Family Farm

Fairiview Township 

McLaughlin Farm

Farm is in Fairfield Township
in 1850 Federal Census 



Tracking James McLaughlin’s Movements

• At age 25, James is still living on the farm in 1850 according to the 
Federal Census. All 6 children are listed.

• He’s not living on the farm according to the 1860 Federal Census, and 
not found in any other 1860 Federal Census record

• Did not serve in the Civil War 
(no info in Fold3.com & Pennsylvania military records) 

• Moved to the Estes Valley by 1870



1870 Federal Census

Colorado Territory, Larimer County, Cache La  Poudre District, Page 13
June 11, 1870



Abstract of Title to Dunraven’s Holdings

Source: James Pickering
Collection



James McLaughlin Homestead Entry



How Land is Surveyed - PLSS

• Eastern states used Meets and Bounds survey system

• Land in the western two-thirds of the U.S. was surveyed using the
Public Land Survey System (PLSS)

• Homesteading was only possible after completing a PLSS survey

• PLSS property designation: Township, range, principal meridian, section, 
aliquot. Example: Township 4 north, range 73 west of the 6th PM, section 1, 
lot 1. Properties are defined in relation to survey benchmarks.

• Residential property designation: subdivision plat, street name or block 
number, lot number. Example: Carriage Hills fifth filing, 
block 17, lot 7. Properties are defined by lot stakes within a plat.



BLM U.S. Survey Map



PLSS Townships and Sections

• 1 Township = an area 6 miles by 6 
miles or 36 square miles

• 1 square mile = 1 section
or 640 acres

• Sections are numbered from the 
upper right corner of the township
in a zigzag pattern to the lower right 
corner

• Typical homestead = 160 acres
or one-fourth of a section



Estes Valley Township Grid

Tip: To work with land
and homestead 
records learn the 
Public Land Survey 
System (PLSS)

Estes Valley Surveyed
in 1874

https://navigator.blm.gov/map

https://navigator.blm.gov/map


Location of Homestead

Legal Description: 
Lots 1 and 2, the E ½ 
of Lot 6, and the E ½ 
of Lot 7 of Section 1, 
Township 4 North, 
Range 73 West. 
169.64 acres



James McLaughlin’s False Claim



Location of Homestead and False Claim

Legal Description: 
Lots 1 and 2, the E ½ 
of Lot 6, and the E ½ 
of Lot 7 of Section 1, 
Township 4 North, 
Range 73 West. 
169.64 acres

Legal Description:
Lots 4, 5, 10, and 11
In Section 6, 
Township 4 North, 
Range 72 West.
158 acres



Scott Ponds Area

Scott Pond



Establishment of Ranch - 1871



What Did McLaughlin’s Ranch Look Like?

Griff Evans Ranch, 1870’s
Photo: W. G. Chamberlain
Credit:
Denver Public Library



BLM Land Records

https://glorecords.blm.gov



BLM Land Records



BLM Land Records



McLaughlin Homestead Patent



McLaughlin Homestead Patent



Marriage of James McLaughlin & Susan Black

From Ancestry.com: 

Married September 13, 1872 in Greeley Colorado

James McLaughlin, age 47,
born in Pennsylvania in 1824

Susan Black, age 32,
born in Ohio in 1840

Their son Walter Mclaughlin
born in 1876 in Nederland Co



Transfer of Title to McLaughlin’s Homestead

• James McLaughlin Homestead claim filed – January 22, 1877 

• James McLaughlin to George W. Brown (warranty deed) - January 22, 1877

• George W. Brown to Ada Douglas Cushman (quit claim deed) - March 14, 1877

• George W. Brown to Mrs. Susan McLaughlin (quit claim deed) - November 10, 1879

• Mrs. Susan McLaughlin to Estes Park Co Ltd (warranty deed) - November 10, 1879

• Ada Douglas Cushman to Estes Park Co Ltd (warranty deed) - November 10, 1879

• James McLaughlin also sold his false claim to the Estes Park Co Ltd at same time

George W. Brown was “Captain” George Brown, one of Griff Evans’ ranching partners

Source: Abstract of Title to Dunraven Properties – James Pickering Collection



Who was Ada Douglas Cushman?

• Born 1846, married (at age 16) to William H. Cushman 
(age 24) in 1862

• William H. Cushman (1838 - 1886), prominent citizen, 
banker, embezzler, and philanderer from Georgetown Co.

• By 1877 Ada Cushman operating on her own, divorced 1879

• Starting a ranch takes capital

• Ada Cushman likely loaned money or invested in McLaughlin’s ranch

• Ada also bought another Estes Valley homestead and sold it to Dunraven’s interests

• Rocky Mountain Jim sold his Mulligans Gulch squatters claim to William H. Cushman 
in 1873, traveling to Georgetown to complete the sale. 
Source: Dave Hicks, Estes Park From The Beginning, 1976.

Source: Cheryl Freeman, “Wanted: The Honorable William H. Cushman.” Colorado 
Magazine Vol 49, No. 1, Winter 1972, pp. 45 – 54.

William Cushman



Township Map – Original 1874 Survey

Township 5 North, 
Range 72 West, 
6th PM

Map section shown below

Source: BLM General Land 
Office Records
https://glorecords.blm.gov



Old Roads – Original 1874 Survey

Evans Settlement

Wood Road

Fish Creek

To: McLaughlin Ranch   

and Marys Lake

Big Thompson River



Township Map – Original 1874 Survey

Township 4 North, 
Range 73 West, 
6th PM

McLaughlin 

Homestead
Map section shown below



Old Roads – Original 1874 Survey

Continuation of 

Wood Road

Marys Lake

McLaughlin 

Homestead



Old Roads – Original 1874 Survey

McLaughlin
Homestead



Journey to Aspen Colorado

• Alpine Co (SW of Buena Vista), 1878

• Leadville Co, 1880 

• Aspen Co, 1880
More than six years ago, in the early summer of 1880, Mr. and Mrs. James McLaughlin with their interesting 

little son Walter, started from Leadville for the uninhabited, and unexplored country of the Roaring Fork. 

Starting with pack animals they followed the Eagle river down from its source to its confluence with the 

Roaring Fork river. 

After much labor and great danger they crossed this turbulent stream, overflowing its banks with the melting 

snows of the mountains. They then followed up the Roaring Fork, crossed Castle creek and settled in the sage 

brush on Aspen flat, where the Clarendon hotel now stands. [Continued next slide]

Rocky Mountain Sun, November 27, 1886, p. 3. 



Aspen Colorado, 1880

Here Mr. McLaughlin, with the aid of the few hardy pioneers who were then in Aspen, erected a good sized tent, 
and here Mrs. McLaughlin served the first meal that was ever cooked by a white woman in Pitkin county…..It 
wasn’t a dainty meal compared with what is now furnished at the Clarendon, but the prospectors who sat down 
to it considered it a meal fit for the gods. 

-- Aspen a primitive mining camp, prospecting just getting started

Aspen, 1882
Credit:
Aspen Historical Society



First Hotel in Aspen – Aspen House / Clarendon

Built: 1880, 1881
Burned Down: 1884

Credit:
Aspen Historical Society



Second Clarendon Hotel

Built: 1885
Photo: circa 1900
Torn Down: 1903

Credit:
Aspen Historical 
Society



Clarendon Advertisements

1885 City Directory

Rocky Mountain Sun, February 11, 1888



Clarendon Banquet Menu

Rocky Mountain Sun, November 3, 1888



McLaughlin Activities in Aspen Colorado

• Built, rebuilt, and ran the Clarendon hotel for 8 years

• Owned land and houses in Aspen

• Had financial interests in at least 16 silver mines

• Owned a herd of dairy cattle

• Appointed and later elected to the Town Board

• On Board of Directors of the first Water and Light Company

• Lawsuit over mine lease went to Colorado Supreme Court

• Susan McLaughlin was a partner in all activities

• Walter McLaughlin went to grade school in Aspen Source: 
Aspen Newspapers



The McLaughlin’s Relatives Visit Aspen

Peter 
McLaughlin

James 
McLaughlin

Hugh 
McLaughlin

Helen 
McLaughlin

Daniel 
McLaughlin

Cephas 
McLaughlin

Eleanor 
(McLaughlin) 

Rogers

Stephen Rogers

Eleanor 
McLaughlin

Pennsylvania census records:
Source of family tree above 

From Aspen newspapers: 
Stephen Rogers visited James and Susan McLaughlin in Aspen Colorado
Eleanor (McLaughlin) Rogers moved to Durango Co and James McLaughlin 
visited her there
Susan McLaughlin’s relatives also visited them in Aspen, as recorded in the 
newspapers

Provides proof that the Pennsylvania James McLaughlin is the same one that came 
to Colorado



Nephew of James McLaughlin Visits



Aspen & Aspen Mountain, 1887

Credit: 
William Henry Jackson
Aspen Historical Society



Mines on Aspen Mountain

Vallejo Mine,
McLaughlin &
Partners 

Credit:
Aspen Historical 
Society



Mines On Aspen Mountain

Credit:
Aspen Historical 
Society

Vallejo Mine,
McLaughlin &
Partners 



Aspen Mountain and Town Today

Vallejo Mine
Approximate
Location

Credit: 
Snowbrains.com

Clarendon Hotel
Approximate
Location



Move to Silver City Utah

• Clarendon hotel sold to Jerome Wheeler in 1888 
for $25,000

• McLaughlin’s travelled for 2 years, then settled in 
Silver City Utah in 1890

• Ran the Paxman Hotel

• Built and ran the Tintic Hotel (18 rooms)

• Postmaster of Silver City from 1896 – 1901

• Bought and sold properties in Salt Lake City

• Why Silver City Utah?

Jerome Wheeler

Sources: Aspen Colorado
and Utah Newspapers



Silver City Utah

Circa 1887, Credit: Utah State Historical Society



Silver City Facts

• Founded in 1869 in the Tintic Mining District, 2nd largest district in Utah

• Population fluctuated according to productivity of nearby mines

• By 1880 down to 5 businesses as mine production lagged

• New mines in 1896 led to rebirth, rapid growth

• Railroads reached town and smelter installed

• Population peaked at 1,500 in 1908

• By late 1930’s almost deserted

• Ghost town today

• Tintic Historic District on National Register
of Historic Places 

Sources: Tintic Historical Society
and Utah Newspapers



Silver City

Credit:
Brigham Young University
Lee Library L. Tom Perry
Special Collections



Silver City

Circa 1920’s 
Credit:
Tintic Historical Society



Silver City

Credit:
Brigham Young University
Lee Library L. Tom Perry
Special Collections



Silver City Boarding House

Credit:
Tintic Historical Society



Silver City Store

Circa 1920’s
Credit:
Tintic Historical Society



Silver City Railroad and Smelter

1909
Credit:
Westernmininghistory.com



Silver City Public School, 1920’s

Circa 1920’s
Credit:
Tintic Historical Society



Wraping Up

• James McLaughlin continued working in area mines until 1901, 
dying in 1902 at age 79

• Son Walter McLaughlin (1876 – 1966) was an assayer in Silver City in the 
late 1890’s

• Walter became a professor at Utah Agricultural College (later Utah State 
University) in Logan Utah

• Walter became an irrigation engineer and moved to Berkley California

• Walter married Phoebe Eliason in 1898 and they had a daughter Anna

• After James’ death in 1902, Susan McLaughlin lived with Westley and 
Phoebe McLaughlin in Berkley California until her death in 1925



Deaths and Final Resting Place

Mount Olivet Cemetery,
Salt Lake City

James McLaughlin
1902

Susan McLaughlin
1925

Sources: 
Ancestry.com
Findagrave.com



Obituary of James McLaughlin

Deseret Evening News (Salt Lake City)
06-10-1902



Resources

• Estes Park Museum Staff and Online Collection

• Colorado Historic Newspapers Collection

• Utah Digital Newspapers

• Aspen Historical Society

• Tintic Historical Society

• Utah State Historical Society

• Denver Public Library Western History 
Collection

• Bureau of Land Management General Land 
Office Records

• Colorado Division of Vital Statistics

• Local history books, historians, and residents

• Library of Congress

• Greeley History Museum

• Ancestry.com

• Findagrave.com

• Abstract of Title to Dunraven Properties

• Brigham Young University, Lee Library L. 
Tom Perry Special Collections

• Westernmininghistory.com

• Federal & State Census Records

• Rocky Mountain National Park Archives

Bob Leavitt

bob@bobleavitt.com


