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ESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Convicts' Bread Oven, built in 1911 to service a 
Road Camp of Convicts, at first glance resembles an above- 
ground tomb. In reality it is a typical Mexican adobe-type 
oven of a precise rectangular shape in concrete. The 
dimensions are 7 feet 4 inches long, 4 feet 10$ inches wide; 
the height at the center of the roof is 4 feet and curves to 
3 feet 3 inches along the length of the sides. Built upon 
a solid wooden timbered foundation, heavy cement forms floor, 
sides and roof. The interior of the walls and roof are of 
random river gravel the texture of rubble. This has been 
smoothed over with cement both inside and out, A segmental 
shaped opening in the front wall allowed for a fire to be 
built inside this thick concrete structure. When the interio 
was heated sufficiently the coals were raked out and the 
bread inserted to bake in the declining heat. A heavy door 
covered this opening but it no longer remains. A circular 
chimney hole in the roof allowed for circulation of air 
during the heating period, and was covered during the cooking 
period.

Within this oven bread was baked daily from April 1911 
through July 1912 to feed an encampment of 30 prisoners and 
their guards who built roads throughout this area.

The oven stands on the flat bottom plain of Plateau 
Creek, 150 feet South of State Highway 65 which runs along 
the cliff directly above. The oven is about halfway between 
Highway 65 and Plateau Creek. A dry gulch carved in the land 
from the Harris Homestead two miles riorth of this spot emptie 
into Plateau Creek where the Convicts 1 Camp once stood. The 
oven is 159 feet West of the dry gulch.

The setting is one of rough mountainous terrain, with 
sagebrush, Juniper, desert grasses and pinyon pine growing 
on the mountainsides and on the creek plain where the oven 
stands marking the original location of the Prisoners 1 Camp.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The preservation of a primitive oven built in 1911 
located in Plateau Canyon on Colorado State Highway 65 would 
highlight two aspects of regional history: how roads were 
built in this rugged terrain with pick and shovel, blasting, 
wheelbarrow and wagon; and how bread, mankind's universal 
food, was baked in a primitive oven which remains on the site 
and is an example of Mexican adobe-type architecture.

The development of transportation has traditionally 
opened new areas of our country for further development. The 
rough Plateau Canyon area became more accessible when, from 
1911 - 1912, a group of convicts from the State Penitentiary 
at Canon City built roads here.

The Proceedings of the Board of County Commissioners 
from April 4, 1911 through August 13, 1912 contain numerous 
items of business pertaining to the establishment of this 
camp for convicts, the maintainence of it, and finally the 
disposition of it. The Board communicated with Warden Thomas 
Tynan of the State Penitentiary through his representative 
Mr. Jamieson "so that 30 men eould be supplied to this county 
at the cost of salary for two men and the maintainence of the 
camp." The Grand Junction Daily Sentinel, reporting on this 
meeting of the County Commissioners pin-points the location 
of the camp f "A location for the convict camp has been 
established five miles from the mouth of Plateau Canyon and 
about a mile above Fleming Bridge1*. It is at this exact spot 
where we find a primitive oven, the remaining structure 
showing the existence of this forgotten encampment.

Primitive ovens are in use the world over, although 
their shapes, sizes and materials vary, i'or centuries the 
Indians of the Southwest have been building primitive ovens 
of earth, then making a fire inside, then scraping out the 
coals and putting in loaves of dough to bake. Here in the 
Southwest are found the beehive-shaped adobe ovens of the 
Pueblo Indians. In Mexico the ovens are barrel shaped or of a 
precise rectangular shape in concrete like the Convicts 1 Bread 
Oven. Within the Convicts' Oven bread was baked for George 
Asher, the Superintendent of the Convict Camp, and for 30 to 
40 additional men daily.

This daily camp life was noted by the ranchers of the 
area. From the 1911 diary of J. Elvin Harris, of the Harris
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Homestead, a notation of April 20th stated that "convicts moved 
in on road." On January 4, 1912 he wrote, "early start for 
Cameo for convicts to work on road. 20 in all. two wagons." 
A simple March 30, 1912 entry related "convict got away", and 
finally on August 25, 1912, "camp moved away. Douglas took 
a load to DeBeque."

A description of portions of the road built by this group 
is found in the Midlands Trail Tour Book 1916 wherein the entir 
route from Grand Junction, Colorado to Denver, Colorado is 
described. Beginning at speedometer reading 21.2 Mouth of 
Plateau Creek: "curve right and left at fork to 22.4 (speed 
ometer reading) bridge over Plateau Creek; right up winding 
grade with some sharp turns for next ten miles. Sou£d horn and 
drive slowly on turns; when wet keep in beaten track; 32.0 
Harris ranee on right. Mr. Harris, himself a motorist, has somo 
facilities for repairs; 32.1 Harris 1 spring, in concrete box on 
left; fill water bags here—no water for 12 miles."

The County Commissioners file a somewhat different road 
report dated 14th Spril, 1912; "On motion the Board accompanied 
by the Clerk proceeded via automobile to the Convict Camp for 
inspection of the work done and to ascertain as near as possible 
how much more there was to be completed. Arriving at the Camp 
a thorough inspection of the work was made and each individual 
member of the Board expressed themselves as being highly 
pleased with the splendid work of Mr. Asher and his men. The 
road when completed, on account of its permanent character and 
the elimination of the many bridges across Plateau Creek, will 
reduce the maintainence charge to a minimum and certainly be 
of inestimable value to the travelling public and very 
creditable asset to the County." Remnants of the road are to 
be seen today where stonework and trails cut through Plateau 
Canyon.

The property on which the Convicts 1 Bread Oven stands is 
presently owned by "Powder Mountain Ranch", whose full co 
operation with this preservation project has been assured. 
Cattle graze on the river bottom land around the oven; and in 
the irall of the year the land is used as a holding pen for the 
stock. The Ute Water Company has been operating heavy 
construction equipment around the oven while working on water 
lines from Plateau Creek. There is some possibility that the 
oven may be destroyed if steps for its preservation are not 
taken.
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