
Separation By Extraction: The Gordon Coal Mines 
 
I created a sculptural study of the remnant material left by a few abandoned 
coalmines off Highway 69 in southern Colorado. I was attracted to the series of 
sites driving down 69 countless of times on my way to the Wet Mountains.  The 
large mounds of deep red and coal black lay like festering sores in a desert 
landscape backed by steel blue mountains, a mountain range called Sangre De 
Cristo or Blood of Christ.  It seemed that the blood and heartache of man rested 
at the bottoms of its valley, gathering in paltry mounds left by the many coal 
miners and their families not more than 100 years before.   
 
I had to visit the site before trying to figure out all the details of the piece.  I knew 
the site would inform all of my questions about form, feeling, and texture.  I easily 
convinced Dean, my boyfriend’s 73 year old father who used to buy coal from 
this particular site, to jump the low lying barbed wire fence into private property 
and explore the Gordon Mines with me.  The Gordon Mines where the last 
operating mines in the area just south of Walsenburg. From the highway, one 
can immediately see the ruins of several architectural structures pressed up 
against requisite black and red mounds.  Dean drove us in his Subaru; we 
decided not to avoid being conspicuous and parked at the gate.  He jumped over 
the fence first, then I with a bit of trepidation as an inexperienced barbed wire 
fence jumper.  After scaling the fence I quickly started up the red dirt road wide 
eyed, camera in hand.  Dean called out, “Watch out for rattle snakes,” my pace 
slowed down a bit and I quickly realized how different this landscape would be in 
comparison to the East River project I had been working on in NYC.  From the 
moment we hopped over the fence the sound changed, the air stilled, the 
highway lay back in a separate time and space.  We both set off in our own way, 
I towards the immediate architectural structures.  There was a series of tall 
cement slab walls leaning against each other upon cement foundations.  They 
stood against the barren landscape like ruins of an ancient culture, the not so 
ancient culture of the coal mining camps.  My eyes scanned each gourd bush, 
desert shrub, pile of sun- baked wood for any sign of rattlers as I climbed to the 
top of a small hill.  The small hill was actually a mound of dirt being held by a 
cement wall, where I found the entrance of the Calumet No.2.  A very thick steel 
gate blocked the tunnel.  To get close to the gate I had to walk down a ramp; I 
imagined the young boys being carted into that very tunnel early in the morning 
to work in small crawl spaces deep in the mines, not to emerge until nightfall.  
Suddenly a gunshot exploded into the open space, intercepting me and the quiet 
dream that came from deep within that tunnel.  I quickly shot off a few shaky 
photographs and called out for Dean.  He had ventured much further than I and 
located himself by raising his arm in the air.  Several more gunshots rained in the 
near vicinity; we instinctively came back together.  “Where do you think those 
shots are coming from?” I asked.  “I don’t know, but I didn’t see any dust clouds 
pop up, so I guess they’re not shooting at us….” 
 
We re-emerged on the red dirt path and walked up to the big firey mound, hot 
crimson in the Colorado sun.  I was told that at night, when the coal mines where 
still in operation, Highway 69 was dotted with large glowing mounds still 



smoldering from the day’s extraction. The material was a mixture of crimson red, 
orange, beige, and black.  At the center of the hill was a section that looked like it 
had been scooped away and the remaining material became a small landslide.  
The dead mound had a very biological, organic presence; it resembled blood and 
tissue heavy with the deposits of history’s memory.  Still hearing gunshots, we 
moved on to explore the abandoned structure closest to the edge of the highway.  
The structure was missing a wall and its tin roof seemed to be glued together by 
bird droppings, grass, and dirt.  There was one potbelly stove and a utility object 
that I did not recognize.  Again, quiet.  Birds attempted to enter and then 
frantically flapped their wings and flew away when they noticed I was there.  I 
imagined the young women who cooked at that stove with worried thoughts of 
their future, about their children playing outside in a newly industrialized desert 
landscape, about whether their husbands would make it out of the mines alive 
again that day. 
 
Dean and I hopped over the barbed wire fence again, loud semis and hurried 
cars down a freshly paved highway.  There was relief in the sound of the living 
and a sense that we had returned from a distant non-existence. 
 
 
  “One must be able to think back to roads in unknown regions 
  … to mornings by the sea, to the sea itself, to seas, to nights 
  of travel that rushed along on high and flew with all the 
  stars- and It is not yet enough if one may think of all this. 
  One must have memories of many nights of love… one 
  Must also have been beside the dying, must have sat beside 
  The dead in the room with the open window… And still it 
  Is not yet enough to have memories. For it is not yet the 
  Memories themselves. Not till they have turned to blood 
  within us, to glance and to gesture, nameless and no longer to 
  be distinguished from ourselves- not till then can it happen 
  that in the most rare hour the first word of a verse arises in 
  their midst and goes forth from them.” 
 
     -Rainer Maria Rilke 
     “ The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge” 
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