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FIRST PITCH
Joey Bunch talks balls and 

strikes with our baseball 

governor. Insights, Page 2

RED ALERT
Drought conditions,  

especially on the Western 

Slope, are critical. Page 19

OUT OF ALAMOSA

BY SETH BOSTER
The Gazette

I
n the fields beyond Alamosa, it was a rare 

morning. Cleave Simpson found his hay damp.

“It’s frustrating when you got hay on the ground 

and there’s rain on it,” he said. “But when you live 

around here, you learn to appreciate it.”

Once again this summer, rain has been hard to 

come by in this historic farming valley of south-

ern Colorado. The average annual precipitation in 

the middle of the San Luis Valley hovers around 7 

inches — about as low as it gets in all of Colorado, 

according to the Colorado Climate Center.

And yet farming prevails. It is the lifeblood of 

Alamosa, the town that rose from a once-bustling 

railroad and today is often passed by travelers en 

route to more flashy destinations on the Western 

Slope. Unlike other rural communities that have 

swapped mining or energy for tourism, the ruling 

industry here is and always has been agriculture.

“The hospital, the county and city offices and 

school district, all of those are important,” said 

Alamosa Mayor Ty Coleman. “But farming and 

ranching, that’s it. That’s huge.”

It’s a legacy of resilience maintained by genera-

tions of families dating to the 1800s, when com-

panies carved canals across this high desert to 

capture generous snowmelt from the mountains. 

Winters would be harsh and sudden freezes in 

the spring all too common, and summers would 

be hot and dry. But that runoff would provide. 

With grit and innovation, potato producers here 
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In the arid West, water means life. Turn on your tap, 
and you’re part of the Colorado circulatory system. 
The towns born along the banks of Colorado’s 
most iconic waterways - The Colorado, the Big 
Thompson and the Arkansas lead a list of 158 
named rivers - live the same way yet differently 
along the banks. The staff of Colorado Politics with 
the journalists of the Denver and Colorado Springs 
Gazettes are fanning out this summer to tell the 
story of a state as reflected in its water, its people, 
and its future, with the past as prologue. Come 
along all summer long to learn more about the 
people and places that make us all a little bit more 
Coloradan. 

Last week: Estes Park and the Big Thompson are 
bound by the flow of history: bit.ly/RiverTowns
Next: Pueblo

SPECIAL REPORT | RIVER TOWNS

Southern Colorado’s Rio Grande River 
fuels a historic way of life. Can it last?

KATIE KLANN, THE GAZETTE

Wildflowers line a trail in the Toivo Malm Trail System along the Rio Grande River with Blanca Peak in the distance on July 7 in Alamosa.
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