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W
hen Jerry Crag-
head stepped on a 
mine grate called a 
grizzly, in a tunnel 

in the Eagle Mine at Gilman, 
Colorado, the grizzly gave way 
and Craghead nearly plunged 
down the deep shaft below. The 
miner who Craghead worked 
for saved him.

“Little Emilio Perez was only 
about five feet, six inches tall, 
but he was steel, inside and 
out,” Craghead recalled. “He 
reached out and grabbed me so 
fast and pulled me to safety. I 
don’t know how he did it.”

That occurred in the 1970s. 
By the mid-1980s, both the mine 
and town of Gilman, located 
halfway up Battle Mountain be-
tween Minturn and Leadville, 
were closed.

Battle Mountain was mined 
for nearly 100 years, with few 
interruptions. Now, the Eagle 
Mine is a federal Superfund 
site, having dumped a century’s 
worth of  waste into the Eagle 
River.

When it operated, the Eagle 
Mine, owned by the New Jersey 
Zinc Co., had a solid safety 
record.

“We had very few injuries, 
and we won awards for safety,” 
said Ella Burnett, who worked 
as a nurse in the company 
hospital in Gilman from 1947 
to 1977. “All the years I worked 
there we only had one death in 
the mine, and that was from a 
heart attack, not a mine acci-
dent.”

There were, however, plenty 
of  close calls. Mayo W. Lanning, 
who served as safety engineer 
at the Eagle Mine in the 1940s, 
recalled watching workers 
cut timbers to support the 
walls and roof of  a stope, an 
area where the ore had been 
removed.

But the roof started to 
collapse, so men 
scrambled up a lad-
der to the next level. 
“We no sooner got to 
the level than then 
whole stope caved in 
with a tremendous 
air blast,” Lanning 
wrote.

Lanning also said 
there were three 
fatalities in the mine 
during his years 
there, before Burnett 
joined the Gilman hospital.

Battle Mountain came to life 
during the 1870s silver boom, 
when Leadville was king. 
As Leadville grew crowded, 
prospectors sought other 
mining sites. About 35 miles 
north of  Leadville was Battle 
Mountain, named for an 1840s 
fight between Ute and Arapaho 
Indians.

The first mine claim there 
was staked by Leadville men 
in early 1879, and they estab-
lished a mining camp at Turkey 
Creek, today’s town of Red 
Cliff.

By late 1879, more than a doz-
en claims had been staked on 
Battle Mountain, and ore was 
carried to Leadville by pack 
mules. Then, a wagon toll road 
was constructed over Tennes-
see Pass to Leadville.

In late 1881, the Denver & Rio 
Grande Railroad reached Red 
Cliff, then Belden, a siding at 
the base of  Battle Mountain. 
Belden sits 1,600 feet below the 
town of Gilman, which was 
named after early mine super-
intendent Henry M. Gilman.

Red Cliff  was the major town 
for the mining district. It was 
the Eagle County seat until 
1923, when the town of Eagle, 
42 miles to the west, became the 
seat. But Eagle seemed distant.

“We didn’t know much about 
what was going on in Eagle,” 
said Burnett, who was born 
Red Cliff, and later moved to 
Minturn on the north side of  
Battle Mountain. “We had ev-
erything we needed up here.”

For most of  the time Burnett 
worked at Gilman, it had the 
only hospital in Eagle County. 
That didn’t change until one 
was built in the new ski town 
at Vail.

And, while the Gilman 
hospital did deal with occa-
sional injuries from the mines, 
Burnett said, other medical 
needs were more frequent. “We 

had babies, lots of  babies,” she 
said, children born to the wives 
of  mine workers.

In addition to the hospital, 
Gilman had a company store 
and a recreation center with a 
bowling alley and events held 
for the benefit of  townspeople 

and company em-
ployees.

“They took care 
of  us,” Burnett said. 
Her sentiment was 
echoed by many 
who lived or worked 
there. Burnett 
and her husband 
Pete never lived in 
Gilman, but spent 
much of their time 
there.

Silver mining collapsed 
on Battle Mountain in 1893, 
when U.S. government policies 
caused the price of  silver to 
plummet. For the next 20 years, 
mining on Battle Mountain was 
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Battle Mountain mining town of Gilman has 
unique history among Colorado ghost towns
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A 1918 photo of the town of Gilman, labeled “one of the uttermost parts of the earth,” in this photo. The mill at 
Belden, the railroad tracks and the Eagle River are hidden in shadow at the bottom of the canyon on the left.
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Gilman, as it appeared in 2025, from an angle similar to that of the 1918 photo.
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Abandoned employee houses at Gilman.
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