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Abstract 
 
In 1881, the construction of the narrow gauge railroad to Durango, Colorado uncovered thick coal seams in an area which came to be known as 
Carbon Junction and Carbon Mountain. These seams were later classified as part of the Fruitland Formation. In 1888, Professor Arthur Lakes of 
the Colorado School of Mines observed gas seeps associated with these coal seams in the same area. In June 1932, the entire town of Durango 
was rocked by an unknown nighttime explosion. In the morning no cause or damage could be found. In December 1932, explosions rocked the 
town and the north side of Carbon Mountain where landslides to the north are observed. Newspaper headlines said that the mountain is moving 
south of Durango and this feature’s name was shortened to “Moving Mountain.” Many theories have been put forward regarding the nature and 
cause of the movement. The explosions continued until as late as March 1933. The town tried to advertise it as a tourist attraction. The north 
“landslides” ejected coal into Tortilla Flats (now Bodo Park). At least one person was taken for a ride down these landslides. The east landslide 
developed along strike toward the east and the Animas River. No north landslides have occurred since 1933. 
 
The east landslides continue to the present time with large events occurring in the 1950’s and 1980’s. Gas seepage in the area continues to be 
observed to the present day. The author’s theory is that an outcrop coal fire intersected gas seepage resulting in explosions which ejected coal 
from steeply dipping beds causing structural failure parallel to strike. There is no question that Fruitland coal outcrops have had historic gas 
seepage events prior to oil and gas production activities in the San Juan Basin. 
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1889 Carbon Mountain, Colorado, USA, Colorado School of 
Mines, Geology of Colorado Coalfields, Prof. Arthur Lakes
1889 Carbon Mountain, Colorado, USA, Colorado School of 
Mines, Geology of Colorado Coalfields, Prof. Arthur Lakes
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1902 Durango, Colorado, USA, Geology Along the Animas River, Mines 
& Minerals, Prof. Arthur Lakes
1902 Durango, Colorado, USA, Geology Along the Animas River, Mines 
& Minerals, Prof. Arthur Lakes
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1902 Westwater, New Mexico, USA,                                              
Prospecting for Oil, Mines & Minerals, Prof. Arthur Lakes
1902 Westwater, New Mexico, USA,                                              
Prospecting for Oil, Mines & Minerals, Prof. Arthur Lakes
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1932 June 9, Durango, 
Colorado, USA, Durango 
Herald Democrat

1932 June 9, Durango, 
Colorado, USA, Durango 
Herald Democrat

Police Investigation-
outside city

Police Investigation-
outside city

• Airplane
• Heavy charge
• Shook round house &

court house
• Windows & doors rattled
• Abandoned coal mine
• Railroad right of way
• Quarries, Gravel Pits
• Boilers
• Not Mother Nature or
• Oil & Gas Industry
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1932 December 21 Durango, Colorado, USA,                        
Durango Herald Democrat
1932 December 21 Durango, Colorado, USA,                        
Durango Herald Democrat
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1932 December 22, Durango, Colorado, USA,                       
Durango Herald Democrat
1932 December 22, Durango, Colorado, USA,                       
Durango Herald Democrat
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1932 December 22, Durango, Colorado, USA,                       
Durango Herald Democrat
1932 December 22, Durango, Colorado, USA,                       
Durango Herald Democrat

Fault from valley NW to top
Big slides, explosions, smoke, 
thousands upon thousands of tons

Rumblings and gratings
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
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1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News
1932 December 23-31, Durango, Colorado, USA,    
Durango Herald Democrat and Durango News

1918 First Slide
Current slides began in June after the mystery blast
Smoke or no smoke, dust, gas, steam

Volcano
Noted Archeologist checks for meteor impact

No old mines near slides.
Old mine near base, named as McCloskey West, water flow to
Animas River was sulpherous and could be ignited

Snow melts, other mountains covered with snow

Formation names

Criss cross cracking pattern

Huge boulders crush trees
Rock is hurled across river

Whole face was dripping boulders

Explosions in gas pockets by burning coal veins
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
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1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade
1932, 1933 December-March, Durango Herald Democrat,             
Durango News, Bayfield Blade

Damming of Animas River

Still in old mine

National and international publicity
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1933 January 9, Durango, Colorado, USA,                  
Durango Herald Democrat
1933 January 9, Durango, Colorado, USA,                  
Durango Herald Democrat
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1933 January 9, Durango, Colorado, USA                 
Durango Herald Democrat
1933 January 9, Durango, Colorado, USA                 
Durango Herald Democrat

North landslides or ejectite
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1933 January 13 
Durango, 
Colorado, USA, 
Durango News

1933 January 13 
Durango, 
Colorado, USA, 
Durango News

East and north landslides
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Plans for tunnel for Animas River
Altered map

Gas sensed for miles

1933 July, 
Popular 
Mechanics,    
Colorado’s 
Runaway 
Mountain

1933 July, 
Popular 
Mechanics,    
Colorado’s 
Runaway 
Mountain

March 1933, big explosion
with black dust or smoke
from upper portion
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1934 July, Durango, Colorado, USA, A Recent Landslide Near Durango       
The Journal of Geology V42, Mr. J. Vanderwilt (USGS)
1934 July, Durango, Colorado, USA, A Recent Landslide Near Durango       
The Journal of Geology V42, Mr. J. Vanderwilt (USGS)

• North landslides minimized• North landslides minimized
• East landslide due to gravity• East landslide due to gravity

• No coal fire• No coal fire
• 30 to 35 feet/day• 30 to 35 feet/day

• “Explosions” were just sounds of the landslide• “Explosions” were just sounds of the landslide
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1934 July, Durango, Colorado, USA, A Recent Landslide Near Durango       
The Journal of Geology V42, Mr. J. Vanderwilt (USGS)
1934 July, Durango, Colorado, USA, A Recent Landslide Near Durango       
The Journal of Geology V42, Mr. J. Vanderwilt (USGS)
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1935 August 9 Durango, 
Colorado, USA,    
Durango News

1935 August 9 Durango, 
Colorado, USA,    
Durango News

“You ought to put a
few sticks of dynamite

under your moving 
mountain

once in a while
to keep it on the move”
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1949 Geologic Map of the Eastern Part of the Durango Quadrangle,
USDOI Geological Survey OM-109, A.D.Zapp
1949 Geologic Map of the Eastern Part of the Durango Quadrangle,
USDOI Geological Survey OM-109, A.D.Zapp

North landslides forgotten
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1955 May, Durango, 
Colorado, USA,     
Durango Herald News

1955 May, Durango, 
Colorado, USA,     
Durango Herald News
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1955 May, Durango, 
Colorado, USA,     
Durango Herald News

1955 May, Durango, 
Colorado, USA,     
Durango Herald News

1950’s movement is remembered, but when?
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1974 April 23, Fort Lewis College, Senior Thesis of Mr. Robert Sherrill             
1975  USDOI Geological Survey MF-703, Colton et al.
1974 April 23, Fort Lewis College, Senior Thesis of Mr. Robert Sherrill             
1975  USDOI Geological Survey MF-703, Colton et al.

North and east landslides forgotten?
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1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection
1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection
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1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection
1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection
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1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection
1995 November, 1998 February, Animas River/Carbon Junction Gas 
Seeps,  Author’s Collection

1980’s & 90’s 
Author observes and smells
gas seeps on Animas River

Mr. Bob Lauth remembered
Moving Mountain

Coal Bed Methane begins,
“New” Fruitland Seepage,
Then “Worse than before”
COGCC Soil Probes Find
Methane
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2003 Geologic Map of Basin Mountain Quadrangle, Colorado 
Geological Survey OF 1-4, Kirkham & Navarre
2003 Geologic Map of Basin Mountain Quadrangle, Colorado 
Geological Survey OF 1-4, Kirkham & Navarre
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2006 June 3 Durango, Colorado, USA, La Plata County Courtesy of Mr. 
Walt Walker
2006 June 3 Durango, Colorado, USA, La Plata County Courtesy of Mr. 
Walt Walker

No Evidence of Mine Fire or Explosion
May have loosened toe of east slide slope
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2006 June 3 Durango, Colorado, USA, La Plata County Courtesy of Mr. 
Walt Walker
2006 June 3 Durango, Colorado, USA, La Plata County Courtesy of Mr. 
Walt Walker

No Evidence of Mine Fire or Explosion
May have loosened toe of east slide slope
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2010 April 30 Durango, Colorado, USA, Authors Collection,       
Prof. Robb Blair, Personal Communication
2010 April 30 Durango, Colorado, USA, Authors Collection,       
Prof. Robb Blair, Personal Communication
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1980 Sheridan, Wyoming, USA, Burning Coal Mine,Coal Mine Subsidence, 
USDOI Geological Survey PP-1164, C.R. Dunrud & F.W. Osterwald
1980 Sheridan, Wyoming, USA, Burning Coal Mine,Coal Mine Subsidence,  
USDOI Geological Survey PP-1164, C.R. Dunrud & F.W. Osterwald
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1980 Sheridan, Wyoming, USA, Burning Coal Mine,Coal Mine Subsidence, 
USDOI Geological Survey PP-1164, C.R. Dunrud & F.W. Osterwald
1980 Sheridan, Wyoming, USA, Burning Coal Mine,Coal Mine Subsidence,  
USDOI Geological Survey PP-1164, C.R. Dunrud & F.W. Osterwald



Oldaker 20101999 February, Newcastle, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection1999 February, Newcastle, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection



Oldaker 20101999 February, Newcastle, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection1999 February, Newcastle, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection



Oldaker 20102006 July 17 Durango, Colorado, USA, Google Earth2006 July 17 Durango, Colorado, USA, Google Earth

Gas Seeps

McCloskey West Coal Mine
No Mine Fire
Hydrogen Sulfide
Methane
Water

1932 Scarp

North Slides 1932-33

East Slides

1980’s Scarp
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1934 Vanderwilt
2010 April 30 Durango, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection
1934 Vanderwilt
2010 April 30 Durango, Colorado, USA, Author’s Collection
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1933 January 13 Durango News                                    
2010 April 30 Authors Collection
1933 January 13 Durango News                                    
2010 April 30 Authors Collection
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1933 January 9, Durango Herald Democrat                     
2010 April 30, Author’s Collection
1933 January 9, Durango Herald Democrat                     
2010 April 30, Author’s Collection
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1908 Ignacio Quad, Colorado, USA, USDOI Geological Survey 
3D Digital Elevation Model, Looking NNW, Author’s Work
1908 Ignacio Quad, Colorado, USA, USDOI Geological Survey 
3D Digital Elevation Model, Looking NNW, Author’s Work

BM 6419’
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2010 DEM Dataset, Colorado, USA, USDOI Geological Survey 
3D Digital Elevation Model, Looking NNW, Author’s Work
2010 DEM Dataset, Colorado, USA, USDOI Geological Survey 
3D Digital Elevation Model, Looking NNW, Author’s Work

BM 6415’

REGISTRATION, 1908 PROJECTION, NAD27, NAD83

VOLUME MOVED CAN BE CALCULATED



Oldaker 2010

CONCLUSIONSCONCLUSIONS
Something big occurred and maybe continuing. 
Fruitland outcrop has been and is active. Current 
seepage is “worse”? 

Something big occurred and maybe continuing. 
Fruitland outcrop has been and is active. Current 
seepage is “worse”? 
Outcrop coal fire. Ignition unknown. Location 
suggests lightning.
Outcrop coal fire. Ignition unknown. Location 
suggests lightning.

Methane seepage observed since 1889.Methane seepage observed since 1889.

Explosions, methane or steam or both?Explosions, methane or steam or both?

Author’s Hypothesis- Natural outcrop coal fire 
encountered natural methane seepage.
Author’s Hypothesis- Natural outcrop coal fire 
encountered natural methane seepage.
What would hype and spin be if it had occurred in 
1992 instead of 1932?
What would hype and spin be if it had occurred in 
1992 instead of 1932?




