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The water tower in Tres Piedras that served the Denver and Rio Grande Western line is 
a standard 22 ft. diameter structure with staves fifteen ft. high. The staves, approx­ 
imately 2 5/8 in. thick, are slightly curved to conform with the c'ircular shape of the 
tank. . When full, the tank' held 40,000 gallons of water, supplied from a well on Tres 
Piedrajs Arroyo, west of town. The water was pumped by a windmill halfway between the 
tank and the well until 1886; thereafter, it is not known whether this system was used 
or whether a steam or diesel pump replaced the windmill.

The eight vertical beams supporting the tank are connected to the frostbox (which pre­ 
vented pipes from^freezing in winter) by 5 in. x 8 in. beams and one-inch pipes. The 
pipes are bolted to the outside of the vertical beams and the inner facing of the 
frostbox. The vertical beams, 1 ft. x 1 ft. are set in a 2 ft. x 3 ft. concrete 
foundation. Eight horizontal beams support the water tank.

The tower proper overlaps the frostbox by approximately 6 ft. A wooden chute, about 
6 in. wide, extends down the northwest side of the tank. This chute is the guide 
for the water level indicator. A small indicator attached by a chain to a float 
inside the tank moved up and down: when at the bottom of the guide, the tank was 
full. Bolted bands secure the tower staves and a water pipe extends from the structure 
at the west base of the tower. The frostbox, measuring 8 ft. x 8 ft., rests on a 9 ft. 
8 in. x 9 ft. 8 in. concrete foundation.

The only severely damaged portion of the Tres Piedras tower is the octagonal roof, 
which is riddled with several large holes and has a number of slats missing. Also, 
the water spout, its supporting structure, counterweights, and a chain connected to 
the water valve inside the tank are missing. Despite the deterioration of the roof, 
the water tower is in fairly good condition and could be easily preserved with a 
minimum of repair and maintenance.
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The Denver and Rio Grande Western Railroad water tower at Tres Piedras is one of 
the best preserved historic railroad water tanks in New Mexico. It is the only 
significant structure of the line remaining intact along the branch route between 
Antonito, Colorado and Taos, New Mexico.

The D&RGW rail line holds a unique role in the history of railway development in 
the state. It is the only line that has always been narrow gauge with the single 
exception of the Farmington branch which at various times existed in both narrow 
and standard gauges. The nearest D&RGW trackage to New Mexico at the present time 
is the Alamosa - Antonito branch.

The plan of the D&RGW to extend a major line from southern Colorado to Mexico was 
aborted in 1879 when the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway secured prior con­ 
struction rights through Raton Pass. For a number of years the D&RGW was embroiled 
with the A.T. & S.F. in litigations over various routes in New Mexico and Colorado. 
Finally, in March 1880, the two companies signed an agreement limiting the areas 
of future construction for both parties over the ensuing ten years. Under the terms 
of the contract, all D&RGW development south of Espanola, New Mexico was discontinued. 
This proved somewhat costly, since the company had expended $60,000.00 on grading 
operations in White Rock Canon of the Rio Grande and at Isleta Crossing.

The thirty-five mile gap between Espanola and Santa Fe was completed in 1887 by a 
newly organized company, the Texas, Santa Fe and Northern Railroad. Title to this 
property was transferred to the Santa Fe Southern Railway in 1889, and, following 
six years of further litigation, became part of the D&RGW.

Perhaps the best known route of the D&RGW was the celebrated "Chili Line." Passengers 
left Denver on the overnight standard gauge Pullman to Alamosa where transfer was 
made to narrow gauge coaches of the mixed train for arrival in Santa Fe late in 
the afternoon. Between 1888 and 1892 a short branch operated running west from two 
successive junctions near Tres Piedras, both known as Stewart Junction. The first 
Stewart Junction, 3.6 miles south of Tres Piedras, was in operation 1888-89, when 
timber for the D&RGW was supplied via a spur leading 2.1 miles west into the hills. 
By 1890, the spur was torn up and relaid from a point 2.8 miles north of Tres Piedras, 
and this also was called Stewart Junction. The lumber was milled in Tres Piedras at 
a sawmill located a mere 500 feet from the Tres Piedras Water Tank. This mill, with 
a capacity of 40,000 board feet daily, was in use until February 11, 1892, when it 
was destroyed by fire. That same year, the second Stewart Spur was torn up, as the 
timber stand was too depleted to warrant rebuilding the mill.
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Over the years the narrow gauge lines of the Rio Grande were widened or abandoned. 
By 1956, the only remaining narrow gauge lines were the 264 miles of railroad west 
of Antonito, extending to Durango, Silverton and Farmington. In 1967 the D&RGW 
requested the Interstate Commerce Commission for permission to discontinue the 
entire narrow gauge line from Antonitb to Durango and Farmington. Shortly there­ 
after, however, portions of the line were designated as a National Historic Site. 
Thus, despite the approval granted by the ICC for abandonment, part of the line 
remained in operation as a tourist attraction. Presently, a narrow gauge line, 
known as the "Cumbres and Toltec Scenic Railway" makes seasonal daily trips 
between Chama, New Mexico and Antonito, Colorado.

The Tres Piedras water tower is significant in that it is the only intact 
structure of the D&RGW on the branch line to Stewart Junction.
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