Colorado National Monument Wty -
Environmental Education

John Otto - Monumental People-Gente Monumental

Class description: Students will explore contributions John Otto made to the Colorado National Monument
Location: Classroom
Duration: 1 hour and 30 minutes

Standards Addressed:
History
GLE 1.2 People in the past influence the development and interaction of different communities or regions

Give examples of people and events, and developments that brought important changes to a community or region
(DOK 1-2)

d. Describe the history, interaction, and contribution of the various peoples and cultures that have lived in or
migrated to a community or region (DOK 1-2)

Over View:
This activity will introduce students to John Otto and the contributions he made to The Colorado National
Monument.

Background:
This lesson is designed to enhance student learning about how people can make significant contributions to

society that last forever.

Major Concepts:
-Leadership

-How history has shaped us

Objectives:
Students will be able to identify characteristics of a leader.

Students will be able to identify contributions people from the past and present have made to our society.
Students will be able to explain how a person can make significant contributions to a society.

Learning Target: (to be written on board)
| can explain how people from the past have influenced our present society.

Inquiry Questions:

How have people from the past influenced our society today?
What questions would you ask these people if you had the opportunity?

Vocabulary: national park, national monument, visionary, leader



Materials: pictures of John Otto, pictures of Colorado National Monument as it was being developed,
letters that John Otto wrote, artifacts or pictures of artifacts of John Otto’s time, pictures of other people
who have made contributions to our society

Class Outline

Opening:
KWL Chart- put a new KWL chart up
Ask: What do you know about John Otto? What do you want to know about John Otto?

Inquiry Activity:
Ask: How have people from the past influenced our society today? Hold pictures up of past presidents or

leaders and ask the students who they are and how they have influenced positive change. After about four
pictures, hold a picture up of John Otto and ask- Who is this man? And what did he do to make a difference
for us today. What questions would you ask these people if you had the opportunity?

What characteristics are common among these people? (leadership, hard working. persistent, honest,
trustworthy, creative ...) Let’s listen to John Otto’s story and see if he has some of these characteristics.

Discussion:

Tell John Otto’s story in an interactive way by using pictures and asking questions along the way. You may
even want to keep a timeline on the board tracing his adventure and make a list of his characteristics.
Activity:

Have the students think of how they could make a difference in their school or community that would make
a positive change for the future. What have they seen or heard that they are passionate about. Have them
make a list of things they would do to make their vision come true. Examples- Computers for all kids in the
school -a list could include what you do to raise money, you gathered students’ and teachers’ opinions of
your idea (you want buy in), - More music and/or art, more field trips, school garden ...

Have students think of whom they could write a letter to promote their idea. (teacher, principle, business
owner)have the students write a letter promoting their idea. The letter should include: what they have
done (look at list that you made), why it is so important, and what you are asking for. When they are done
with their letter, have them share their letters in small groups.

Wrap up: Revisit KWL Chart and fill in the- What we have Learned section with the students.



Background Information:

Pre-Monument Days

-Birth: December 30, 1879 in Marthasville, Missouri. One of 7 children. Father; Carl Emil Otto—evangelical
preacher, teacher at Eden Theological Seminary, professor at Elmhurst College, IL— Greek, Latin, and
Ancient History. Mother; Amelia Otto.

-California: At 19, Otto left home and moved to California. From ages 19-29 (1880-1890) traveled up and
down the west coast, mining and panning for gold. Good reputation as a hard worker and trustworthy
member of society.

-Colorado: Otto moved to Colorado and became involved in political issues; mining rights in particular.

Boosting Days

-Arrival in Grand Valley: 1907, worked with explosives on the Fruita Pipelane. Fell in love with the canyons.
After job ended he moved into Monument Canyon

-Trailbuilding: 1907-1908 Built trails into the canyons and wrote letters to the Grand Junction Chamber of
Commerce. In 1908 Chamber accepted Otto’s national park proposition.

-Establishment: Proposition to congress, land withdrawn (for park considerations), Senator Guggenheim
introduced a Senate Bill to create “Monument National Park”, Bill turned down by the 61st Congress
because there were 5,000 less acres than what was necessary to create a National Park under the National
park Bill. So on May 24, 1911, proclamation to create Colorado National Monument was signed by
President Taft..

Otto and the Monument Timeline

-1909: Otto Completed trail into Monument Canyon

-1909: Otto Flew the flag on top of Liberty Cap

-1910: Otto completed Corkscrew Trail to bring visitors from Grand Junction into the heart of the canyons
-1910-Bill sent to Congress to set aside the Monument (failed)

-1911: President Taft Declared the Canyons a National Monument

-1911 (July 4): Otto climbed Independence to fly the flag on the 4th of July

-1911 (June 20): Otto and Beatrice Farnham were wed in Monument Canyon

-1911 (August 21): Beatrice leaves Otto and returns to Boston

-1912: Construction began on the Serpents Trail (completed in 1921, finished as a road to Glade park; 1931)
-1926: Bison imported into the park (1 bull, 2 cows) (Removed for good in 1983) herd grew to over 40
animals

-1931 Otto Leaves the Monument and moves back to California (Yreka)

-1952; June 19 Otto dies in Yreka, CA buried at Evergreen Cemetery



Quick Stats:

Years in Monument: 1907-1931

$1/month: Otto’s Salary at Custodian

Reign as Custodian: 1911-1927

Miles of Trails Built by Otto: around 30 (Monument canyon (to the base of the Canyon ascent), the
Corkscrew Trail, Liberty Cap Trail, Ute Canyon Trail, Devils Kitchen Trail, and several others including the
Bench Trail)

Age at death: 72 years old

John Otto’s Story

When John Otto was 19, he moved to California and traveled up and down the west coast mining and panning for
gold. At his mining job, he earned the reputation as a hard worker. He would pay attention to detail, had lots of
endurance, and a willingness to volunteer for difficult tasks. He received praise as being a good miner and a citizen
with high values and integrity. Money was not important to him. He tried to barter his services for a pair of new
overalls. He didn’t stop and finally the clerk reported him to the sheriff as being a crazy man and not paying for the
overalls he took. He was arrested. During his trial he answered questions honestly and with no hesitation, except
when the state doctor asked him questions. He thought they were silly questions, so he didn’t give direct answers
only silly answers. As a result, he was deemed insane and committed to the lunacy asylum. This is where his letter
writing started. He wrote many, many well written letters to doctors and the governor telling them he was not
insane. He was very persistent. Finally he was released and moved to Colorado. When he arrived in Colorado he
wrote letters to the Governor on behalf of the miners. Otto included ideas radical for the time — an eight hour
workday, and equal opportunity and pay for women. He also criticized the Governor for not listening to the miners.
He bombarded him with letters and this lead to another arrest. When he was released he traveled to the Grand
Valley in 1906. He found work with explosives on the Fruita Pipeline. This project consisted of bringing water from
pinyon Mesa down through the canyons, across the Colorado River and into the fruit and agriculturally-based
community of Fruita. In 1907 when the project concluded, Otto moved into Monument Canyon and began work on a
series of trails, naming himself the resident trail builder and promoter. He started his work to achieve his dream of
setting aside large tracts of land for public use.

He said,”l came here last year and found these canyons, and they feel like the heart of the world to me. I'm
going to stay and build trails and promote this place because it should be a national park.”

People accused him of being a hermit, a recluse, and once again, insane for remaining in the desolate area all alone.
He replied, “Some folks think I’'m crazy but | want to see this place become available to everyone.”

His motto was, “Do the best for the west, the best for the world, the new day, get it going.” John got this place going.
After many hours of work and letter writing and convincing many community members such as the GJ Chamber of
Commerce and the local press jumped on board. One member of the GJ Chamber of Commerce, S.B Hutchinson saw
the same spark in John and was awe-inspired by these canyons. He joined Otto’s boosterism and the chamber
petitioned to congress in 1909 for this area to become a National Park. It was denied being 5,000 acres short under
the National Park Bill. So in 1911, after the denial of the National Park status and several letters to government
officials, President William Taft declared the area a National Monument to be set aside for its extraordinary examples
of weathering and erosion. Along with seeing his life’s goal achieved, John was married at the base of Independence
Monument a month later to a Bostonian artist, Beatrice Farnharm, who spent her time painting in the canyons while
he was trail building. She left him two months after the ceremony because she wanted a more stable home and



discovered her fear of heights. John never spoke harshly against her and returned focus to his first love, the Colorado
National Monument. He was hired as the first custodian of the Monument and was paid $1.00 a month. In 1912 he
began construction on the first road up to the canyon rim on the east side of this area. Serpents Trail was opened to
automobiles in 1921. With over 50 switchbacks and one lane it was the most crooked road in the country. John’s 700
mile dream was to extend this road from the base of the Grand Mesa through the Grand Canyon all the way to the
shores of California. He realized that he had to raise money for projects and thought of some creative ideas such as
selling dead wood found in the park, giving visitors an opportunity to sign the registration book at the entrance for a
dollar donation. In 1926 he tried to popularize the monument by importing bison and elk into the park. The local
children raised buffalo coins to help with John’s wildlife sanctuary which finally brought 1 bull and 2 cows. The herd
grew to over 40 animals and was removed for good in 1983. Most of the fence that John built to separate the
Redlands community from the Monument is still in place. In 1931 John left the Colorado National monument and
moved back to California. He died in 1952.

Visionary, trail builder, and champion of the idea that these red rock canyons should be a national park was the life of
the Monument’s first custodian John Otto. He showed how one person can make significant contributions to society
that last forever. Colorado National Monument is a critical component in sustaining the array of public lands that
offer opportunities for recreation, education, and enjoyment of the grand Valley of Western Colorado. It took a lot of
this man’s entire life to make that a possibility for us today.



KWL Chart

What do you know? What do you want to know? What have you learned?
¢Qué sabes? ¢Qué quieres saber? ¢Qué has aprendido?
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