Lookout Mountain - An Ideal Site
Who would have thought that at one time, Del Norte,
Colorado was home to one of the finest telescopes in the
entire country! The year was 1885, and the project was
the dream of the Reverend George M. Darley.
The high altitude and clear skies of the San Luis Valley
created an ideal environment for exploring the nighttime
skies. But building the Observatory was not without its
challenges.
Lookout Mountain (often referred to as Mt. Lookout), at 8,468' elevation, towers
600' above the small town of Del Norte. And in 1885 there was no easy route to
the peak. [Read More: Environment]

The Presbyterian College of the Southwest
The history of the Observatory is closely intertwined with
that of the Rev. George M. Darley and the Presbyterian
College of the Southwest. Darley was instrumental in the
founding of the College in Del Norte, and the building of
its state-of-the-art observatory.
The Presbyterian College of the Southwest was founded
in 1883, and construction began the next year. The
college greeted its first students in September, 1884.
By March 14, 1885, plans to construct an observatory on Mount Lookout were
published in the local San Juan Prospector newspaper. Local citizens were quite
enthusiastic about the project and many pitched in to help. [Read More: College]

One of the Most Powerful Telescopes in the West
Visitors from far and wide came to the Lookout Mountain
Observatory to take a lesson in astronomy and perhaps enjoy a
picnic and outing for the day. [Read More: Outings]
Not known for its
understatement, the San Juan
Prospector noted that [the]
telescope “is certainly a monster
in comparison to those of other
observatories,” and that it exceeds the size of the
6 ½ inch object glass of the “new observatory at
St. Louis.”
The telescope had fallen into disrepair by 1897,
and had been dismantled and put into storage.
Vandals had done serious damage to the facilities
on top of Lookout Mountain.
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Bringing Back the Telescope
In the early 1990s a dedicated group of
local Del Norters resolved to make an
effort to locate the original telescope and
rebuild the observatory.
[Learn More: LMOA]
Astronomy in Del Norte Today
The Association holds regular meetings
for "Star Gazing". You can contact them
for more information.
The Lookout Mountain
Observatory Association
PO Box 432
Del Norte, CO 81132

The telescope is to weigh 1,500
pounds, to have a 10-foot focus and 9
½ inch aperture. [It] is to have a fine
astronomical clock with right ascension
circle, declination circle, terrestrial
eye-pieces and three extra lenses.

Or Email Alva Hibbs

Professor Notestein thinks this will be
one of the finest, if not the finest
telescope used by any college in the
United States.

Much of the historical perspective on
these web pages was provided by our
good friend Dr. A.J. Taylor of the Rio
Grande County Museum and is published
here with her permission. We certainly
do appreciate the use of her research
paper: "Stars in Their Eyes: The Mount
Lookout Observatory History".

The firm [John Brashear - see inset]
that is to make this telescope has a
world-wide reputation and has shipped
many telescopes to England and
France, where the oldest telescope
manufactories in the world are located.

Unfortunately, the college never became
San Juan Prospector, August 15, 1885
financially stable and by 1902 the board had
decided to close its doors. In November of that year the telescope was sent to
Occidental College in Los Angeles, California. [Read More: Telescope]

The Leo Fontenot Memorial Observatory
There's a new Observatory in Del Norte these days!
It's sponsored by the Lookout Mountain Observatory
Association, a nonprofit group that's trying to rebuild
the original Observatory. [Read More: LMOA]
The new project is called the Leo Fontenot Memorial
Observatory, located on the prominent hilltop behind
the Rio Grande County Court House. It was built for educational purposes and
use by active amateur astronomers.
The one-acre+ property, a modern “clam shell” type
dome, a roll-off roof observatory, and two large
professional-grade telescopes were donated to the
Association.
The Association Board of Directors meets at the
Courthouse Annex on a Saturday that has been
preselected for best viewing conditions, weather
permitting. Afterwards, public “star parties” are held to view celestial attractions
of current interest. At times, special parties are held and are announced in the
local media or by e-mail. [Read More: Fontenot]
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Historical Research and Resources

Additional thanks go out to Peg Schall of
the Monte Vista Historical Society for
allowing us to use some of their
extensive collection of old photographs.
And finally, we appreciate the help of
Alva Hibbs who provided some old
sketches and photographs of the
Observatory.

High Altitude and Clear Skies Made
An Ideal Site for the Observatory
This photograph of Lookout Mountain and the Observatory from the streets of Del Norte was
taken in 1890. It is featured here courtesy of the Monte Vista Historical Society, a great
source of information and old images from throughout the San Luis Valley.
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We can get a nice arm-chair view of Lookout Mountain courtesy of Google Earth without
having to work our way up the 600' change in elevation.
It is the dream of the Lookout Mountain Observatory Association to locate the old telescope
and rebuild the observatory.

Building The Observatory
By March 14, 1885, plans to construct an observatory
on Mount Lookout were published in the local San Juan
Prospector newspaper.
Shortly thereafter, being short on funds, the Rev.
George M. Darley publicly challenged the men of the
town to help him build the road.
Enthusiastic public response resulted in the construction
of a passable road up to the top of Mount Lookout in a
matter of weeks.
By April 4, 1885, building contracts were let for the observatory, a wagon road was to be laid
to the summit, and frame buildings constructed for the observatory.
On the summit, rock was blasted to build a 14 by 20-foot reception room and a 20 by 20-foot
domed observatory building with a revolving top; the observatory was to be fitted with an
extra-large telescope.
A museum building was to be built on the point where the wagon road ended. The
observatory cost was estimated to total not less than $5,000.
Dr. A.J. Taylor
Rio Grande County Museum
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The Presbyterian College of the Southwest
In 1883, establishment of
the Presbyterian College of
the Southwest in Del
Norte, CO was approved,
and construction began in
1884.
Del Norte’s Presbyterian
minister George M. Darley,
planned for the main
college building to be a
large, four-storied stone
structure that was topped
by a tall spire, but this
structure never got past
excavation for a
foundation.
Rev. Darley spent much
time as the college’s major
fundraiser, and financial
solvency of the college
was a constant problem,
and eventually resulted in
its closing.
The Presbyterian College
of the Southwest opened
its doors to students on
September 11, 1884.
Its first President was the elderly Reverend Dr. Willis Lord, formerly president of the College of
Wooster in Ohio; the president’s position was assumed by the Rev. George M. Darley later that
year.
Among the initial faculty members was Professor Frank N. Notestein of New York, a recent
graduate of the College of Wooster who taught mathematics and natural sciences, and became
involved with the observatory.
Dr. A.J. Taylor
Rio Grande County Museum

Center for Early Mexican-American Education
The Presbyterian College of the Southwest began training Mexican-Americans
for the evangelical ministry beginning in 1890, and was the only college in
the region to do so. Students from both Colorado and New Mexico were
attracted to its three-year program.
Although the college had, since its inception, provided general education
courses catering to the Mexican-American community, after 1890 it focused
on training pastors. Numerous notable graduates of the program went on to
start their own churches in the San Luis Valley.
There was a short-lived gold rush in the Del Norte area, but it didn’t last long
enough to provide real financial stability to the college. Tuition could not be
counted on to support the college because many of its students were poor and couldn’t afford
to pay much for their education.
Because of the lack of funds, the college closed in 1901.
Juan Francisco Martinez
Sea la Luz: The Making of Mexican Protestantism in the American Southwest, 1829-1900
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Reminiscences of a Graduate of the College
During its early history, the Mount Lookout observatory was used by the college and the
public. One of the College’s first graduates in 1891, Harriet F. (Buck) Williams recalled: “Prof.
Frank Notestein was instrumental in getting and installing a telescope on Mt. Lookout. Here
he conducted many classes in astronomy made interesting to the students.”
Williams further wrote: “Established in 1885, the highest observatory, with the strongest
instrument west of the Mississippi. Under the supervision of Prof. Frank Notestein, teacher of
mathematics in the Presbyterian College of the Southwest. The demonstrations to interested
classes were unusual.
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The high position, clearness of atmosphere lend a favorable condition to the study of the
heavens. Jupiter with its satellites, Mars with its rings [sic], the moon whose surface
resembles a field of open mouthed volcanoes.

Contact Us

A star only visible a short time during the season spoken of as the Star of Bethlehem, visible
at 3:00 a.m. interested Dr. Goodell of the college as well as the students. It was shaped like
Jupiter.

PO Box 432
Del Norte, CO 81132

My stepfather, Howell Davis, took a group of us up Lookout Mountain as far as a
sturdy team of horses could climb. We went on by our own power, had a camp
breakfast, then viewed the Star of Bethlehem under the instruction of Dr.
Goodell, then president of the College.
Senator Thomas Bowen of Del Norte and Summitville, was very helpful in regard
to the college and observatory. He took scholarships which he presented to
young people who could not afford them. He bought the lens for the telescope.
Rev. George Darley gave his all, his best to the college and observatory. …"

The Cornet Band Visits the Observatory
The May 22, 1886 issue of the San Juan Prospector observed that, “A large party of Del
Norters, headed by Prof. Frank N. Notestein and the Del Norte Cornet Band, visited the
observatory on the summit of Mt. Lookout, last Wednesday evening.
The evening was enjoyable indeed, and, while the sky was somewhat hazy, the observations
were very entertaining. The people in attendance felt thankful for being granted the privilege
of using the telescope.
The evening was enlivened by music by the cornet band, assisted by Prof. Geo. V. Meserole, of
the noted cow-boy band, who very kindly consented to assist the home performers. ….”
Note also was made that …. Postmaster Hathaway’s lecture on astronomy was a pleasing
feature of the entertainment at the observatory last Wednesday evening.” This happy event
evidently occurred just prior to Prof. Notestein’s resignation from the College.

The Lunar Eclipse of 1888
In February of 1888, according to the San Juan Prospector, “The passage of the
moon through the earth’s shadow, last Saturday evening, was witnessed by Del
Norters from many points of observation.
The mammoth telescope on Lookout mountain aided very
materially in the observations taken.”
Then in June of that year, “Several parties have been up to the observatory this
week during evenings, watching Jupiter. The sky has been unusually clear and
trips to the observatory have not only been pleasant but instructive.”

A Jolly Good Time
According to Nina Belle (McCarthy) Weiss, who was in the first graduating class of Del Norte
High School in 1892, the instructors of the College and those at the Del Norte public school
worked cooperatively:
“Our high school course in those days required some study of the sciences. How well I
remember the thin little books we were given for a short study of chemistry, geology, botany,
and especially astronomy. This gave us knowledge of the firmament, the heavens, the
constellations, as well as a study of the sun and the moon and the stars.
Trips up the old mountain and the telescope at the top were great events. It was usually the
occasion for a picnic supper and a jolly good time.”
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of the Rio Grande County
Museum for compiling
these stories for us.

Locals Crafted the Dome and Equipment for the Telescope
Metalwork on the observatory dome was undertaken by Frank
Hanna, an Austrian immigrant and “tinner” or tinsmith, and his
son Henry. The elder Hanna was an expert tinner and was the
only tradesman of this kind in the southwest country. The
observatory dome was made of heavy imported tin that was
fitted and soldered by the Hannas. It was made so that the
window, or slit, through which the telescope was sighted could be
turned to allow observation of any point in the sky.
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By September, a contract was let “to the Henry foundryman for furnishing the revolving
machinery—cogs, wheels, etc.—for the Del Norte observatory.” Later that month, it was
somewhat wistfully observed that: “The wonderful new star in Andromeda Nebula could
probably be seen from the Del Norte observatory were the telescope in position.”

The Much-Anticipated Arrival of the Telescope
Finally, on December 5, 1885, the
San Juan Prospector was able to
report that part of the “monster
telescope” had arrived in Del
Norte. An article, taken from the
Pittsburg Dispatch, was quoted:
“Mr. J.A. Brashear has just
completed a large telescope for
the Presbyterian College of the
Southwest, at Del Norte,
Colorado. This telescope is
perhaps the finest he has yet
built, having all the accessories
needed for complete
observations. The aperture of the
telescope is 9 ½ Inches, and the
focal length nearly ten feet. It is
mounted on a heavy equatorial
pedestal, but everything is so
nicely balanced that the whole
instrument may be moved by the pressure of the finger. Right ascension declination circles
are provided which read by verniers, so the position of any celestial object may be found, or
located when accidentally found while observing. A fine driving clock is provided, and this can
be instantly thrown in gear with the telescope, and as it moves the telescope in the opposite
direction from the movement of the earth on its axis and at the same rate when the telescope
is set on any celestial object except the moon, it is kept constantly in the field of view as long
as the observer cares to make his observations. …”
“The whole instrument weighs over a ton, and will certainly be a great addition to the outfit of
the college. An observatory has been prepared for it on the mountain, and Mr. Brashear
anticipates some fine work from this telescope in the fine atmosphere of Colorado. Some fine
views have been obtained with it here, it being a principal with Mr. Brashear never to send an
instrument away until it satisfies the demands of the most rigorous tests. Prof. F.N. Notestein
will have charge of the instrument in Del Norte, and it is likely to be used in some class of
research as well as for class work. Mr. Brashear was ably assisted in the work by his wife and
Mr. James McDowell in the optical work, and Mr. George and Edward Klanges in the mechanical
part.”

The Pride of Del Norte - Finished at Last
An illustration of the
observatory building
was included in the
February 27, 1886 issue
of the San Juan
Prospector. The caption
with it notes: “This
building is equipped
with one of the most
powerful telescopes in
the West….”, and it is
“the highest in the
world…, the altitude
being above 8,100 feet.
…. The view from the
summit of Lookout
Mountain is grand in the extreme…. A good wagon-road has been constructed almost to the
summit of the mountain, and the balance of the distance may be made on horseback by a
good trail. The observatory building is built round with a revolving top, for the use of students
of astronomy; the square room in front is for use as a reception-room.”

The Demise of the
Observatory
The observatory building served as
a popular landmark until August
18, 1940, when: “The tin dome of
the old Mount Lookout observatory,
once the pride and joy of the entire
southwestern country, was ripped
and torn away by the wind and
strewn down the slopes of Mt.
Lookout mountain.”
Also, “The dome has been reconditioned from time to time
during the past half century. And,
some of the timbers have gone to
make fire-wood for those who
climbed Mt. Lookout at night.”
Del Norte Prospector
August 23, 1940)

Locals Continue to Visit the Abandoned Observatory Site
For decades after the
official closing of the
Observatory, Del
Norters enjoyed making
the trek to the top of
Lookout Mountain. It is,
after all an outstanding
landmark of the town.
At some point in time
the locals painted large
rocks white and
fashioned them in the
shape of the trademark
"D" on the side of the
mountain. This catches
the eye of every traveler
who drives through Del
Norte.
And there is now the
hope that one day, in
the not-too-distant
future, there may once
again be an observatory dome seen on top of Lookout
Mountain. One that might look vaguely similar to the old dome and would even house the
original telescope.
You can help... Join us at the Lookout Mountain Observatory Association - there are many
ways you can contribute to our effort to bring back the history and culture of 100 years ago.
[Read How You Can Help: LMOA]
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The Leo Fontenot Memorial Observatory

Museum Trail Site

The Leo Fontenot Memorial Observatory is a secondary project of the Association. It is located
on the prominent hilltop behind the Rio Grande County Court House.

Observatory Home

The 1 acre plus property, a modern “clam shell” type dome, a roll-off roof observatory, and
two large professional-grade telescopes were donated to the Association.

Lookout Mountain
Observatory Assn

This facility was built for educational purposes and use by active amateur astronomers. It
serves as "home" for the "star gazing parties" and other events of the Association.

Clear Sky Chart

Star Gazing Parties
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The New Observatory
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Background of the Observatory Association
The Lookout Mountain Observatory Association began efforts in
the early 1990s to locate the original telescope and rebuild the
large observatory that was located there from 1886 until 1901.
Research by Dr. A.J. Taylor of the Rio Grande County Museum
indicates that there is substantial interest from antique
telescope associations in locating the 1895 Mt. Lookout
Observatory telescope built by famous telescope builder John
Brashear.
When the Presbyterian College of
the Southwest, which had built the
Observatory in 1885, fell upon
hard financial times in the early
1900s they were forced to close
their doors. [Read More: College]
The Observatory buildings, which
weren't occupied much of the
time, had fallen victim to vandals.
And there were no longer funds to support the project. [Read
More: Telescope]

In November, 1902, the telescope was boxed up and shipped to
Occidental College, another young Presbyterian school in Los
Angeles, California.
Over the next decades Del Norters lost track of the historic
telescope.
But thanks to the efforts of the Association and its founders,
there is still hope that the original equipment can be located and
brought home to the San Luis Valley.

The Official Stated
Purposes from the Articles
of Incorporation
To establish astronomical observatories
in the vicinity of Lookout Mountain, Del
Norte, Colorado;
To utilize the increasingly rare dark sky
opportunities available in this
geographical area, with historical
acknowledgment to the one originally
occupying the Lookout Mountain top;
To provide educational resource
opportunities for San Luis Valley
Schools, other educational institutions,
and the interested public in the form of
astronomical observatories and other
facilities in the vicinity of Lookout
Mountain;
To solicit and receive contributions and
other economic support from all
available economic resources in order
to promote the purposes of the
Corporation;
And for all other purposes and
activities of which a Colorado nonprofit organization may be organized
under the laws of Colorado and which
are also consistent with all regulations
and restrictions imposed by federal,
state, or other governmental agencies
concerning charitable nonprofit
organizations.

Museum Trail Site
Observatory Home
Lookout Mountain
The College
The Telescope
Old Stories About
The Observatory
The New
Observatory
Clear Sky Chart

Contact Us
The Lookout Mountain
Observatory Association
PO Box 432
Del Norte, CO 81132
Or Email Alva Hibbs
Officers and Directors
Of The Association
John Allen Davey, P.E.
President
Bob Grover
Vice President

You can be a part of this effort by becoming a member of the association and giving of your
time and resources to help locate and recover the historic telescope.

Alva Hibbs, P.E.
Secretary/Treasurer
Bob Barton
Director
Darlene Danko
Director

Star Parties!
Although the location of the old telescope is an ongoing goal of
the Association, it is also committed to providing educational
resources for the Valley and holding "star parties" to take
advantage of the clear, dark skies of the area.
The parties are scheduled based on dates when the night skies
are expected to be optimal for viewing, weather permitting.
They are open to members and to the public.

Nancy Schrader, RN
Director
Michael Wisdom
Director
Kent Rominger
Former Astronaut
Honorary Member

Annual Meeting Minutes

The meetings are announced in the local media and by email.

The Leo Fontenot Memorial Observatory
The Leo Fontenot Memorial Observatory is a secondary project of
the Association. It is located on the prominent hilltop behind the
Rio Grande County Court House.

Friday
Sept 7, 2018

The 1 acre plus property, a modern “clam shell” type dome, a
roll-off roof observatory, and two large professional-grade
telescopes were donated to the Association.

Del Norte
Observatory
Featured viewing
Planets and Deep
Sky Objects

This facility was built for educational purposes and use by active
amateur astronomers. It serves as "home" for the "star parties"
and other events of the Association. [Read More: Fontenot]

Membership Information
The fee to join the association is $25.00 per person or family.
Thereafter, annual dues are $25.00 per person or family at the
beginning of each year.
Students are free and exempted from any dues in order to
encourage their membership.

Tell Me More!
Name
Email
Comments

Please write us at:
The Lookout Mountain Observatory Association
PO Box 432
Del Norte, CO 81132
Or Email

Alva Hibbs

for more information.
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Submit

Park and sign-in at Rio
Grande County
Courthouse Annex
6th and Penasco
Bring a flashlight
For more information
call 657-1150

