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Introduction

Sloan’s Leak

On a cold February day in 1889, Adam Graff was cutting ice at Denver’s Sloan’s Lake when he stopped to rest for a moment. Looking out over the ice, according to his daughter Elizabeth, he suddenly wished it were summer again, imagining the people who would be fishing or swimming in the lake or going out on rowboats. It was then, said his daughter, that a vision came to him of the lakeshore lined with pavilions, a theater, a large dock for boats, and even a hotel, reminiscent of summer playgrounds he had known in his native Germany. Graff laid down his saw and went to talk with his business partners, George Darrow and Jacob E. Sackett, about his new idea. The seed for Manhattan Beach was planted that day.1

Sometime in the years after it closed, Manhattan Beach became incorrectly known as either the first or the largest amusement park west of the Mississippi River with an opening date of 1881. Amusement parks as most people would know them did not exist in 1881, and neither did Manhattan Beach. What did exist at the time were a variety of amusement resorts, beer gardens, picnic grounds, and other public playgrounds. In Europe, amusement resorts and beer gardens started appearing outside of major cities in the 1600s. Offerings at these parks included zoos, athletic displays and games, shooting competitions, acrobatic shows, and animal fights. In the 1790s some of them began offering balloon ascensions and parachute jumps, features that would remain standard amusement park attractions more than a century later. Elaborate illumination also became standard at these early parks, with one park boasting that its 60,000 oil lamps turned night into day.2

[image: ]
Manhattan Beach in the early 1900s with visitors enjoying rowboats on Sloan’s Lake. The theater and boathouse are on the left, and the dance pavilion is the structure with the conical roof sections on the right. The steamboat dock is the domed building to the right of the center. Source: The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, C Photo 466.
In the United States, the amusement centers that grew up around cities offered many of the same attractions as the European parks, but beer and other refreshments were common. Some of the parks offered rides such as swings or hand-powered carousels. Among the best known of these early parks was Jones’s Woods in New York City, which offered a variety of amusements and hosted large gatherings. Parker’s Grove outside of Cincinnati, Ohio, had a dance hall and refreshment stands, a mule-powered merry-go-round, target shooting, and swings. It later became Coney Island Amusement Park. Lake Compounce Park in Connecticut, which opened in 1846, featured bowling alleys, a revolving swing, and boating on its lake. Schuetzen Park in New Jersey, established in 1875, offered athletic games, bowling, shooting, and magic shows before being converted into an amusement park in the 1920s. Kennywood outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was another early amusement resort that eventually became one of the best-known amusement parks in the country. In fact, many of these early amusement resorts became amusement parks after Captain Paul Boyton opened what is considered the first true amusement park, Sea Lion Park, on Coney Island in 1895.3

The amusement park grew out of the Midway Plaisance at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The grand and dignified buildings around the Court of Honor at the exposition were designed to inspire people, showing them what cities could become. But fair organizers also knew that people wanted entertainment, so they created the Midway to keep those vulgar and popular amusements, which included recreated foreign villages, theaters, restaurants, and even the Ferris wheel, away from the Court of Honor. The amusement park took the concept of the Midway and transferred it to a space enclosed by a fence with a gate that required an admission fee to enter. The admission fee was designed to keep potentially undesirable customers, who might cause trouble, out of the parks. The rides and other attractions inside the amusement parks brought people from all walks of life together as they laughed or screamed (sometimes in terror, sometimes in pleasure) on rides, struck up temporary friendships with people in lines, saw more of each other exposed than polite society allowed, and witnessed exciting spectacles. It was all acceptable inside the confines of the amusement park. Throughout the United States, backers constructed new parks and converted older amusement resorts into amusement parks, creating nearly 5,000 of the new parks between 1895 and the 1920s.4

The rise of the amusement park came just as Americans were beginning to have more leisure time. Labor reformers had been working hard to secure eight-hour workdays, half-day Saturdays, and free Sundays for most industrial workers, while moral authorities started to find taking part in games and other recreational activities on Sundays less objectionable. With the country transitioning from a largely rural and agricultural society to an industrialized urban society, and with more people moving to cities, there was a need for more leisure activities. Amusement parks, fantasy lands insulated from the demands and cares of everyday life, were the perfect places to spend some of that new leisure time.5

After growing rapidly in the second half of the nineteenth century, Denver had become a dirty, dusty city with few places for the public to enjoy rest and relaxation. As William B. Vickers wrote in his 1880 History of Denver, “Denver, it must be confessed, is sorely lacking in places of legitimate amusement.” Saloons, gambling halls, and houses of ill repute were hardly places for respectable citizens or families to spend their leisure time. Denver purchased its first park land in 1881, when the state legislature allowed the city to buy 320 acres of school land that eventually became City Park. Twenty years later Denver had twelve parks that covered 436 acres, but other than City Park, most of them were relatively undeveloped and offered few attractions for visitors. To fill the gap, Denverites eagerly latched onto any place that allowed them to get away from the city, breathe fresh air, and enjoy themselves. When Riverside Cemetery opened north of the city in 1876, residents flocked to it on Sunday afternoons, riding in carriages or strolling through the beautifully landscaped grounds, admiring the architecture of the monuments and cemetery buildings, and eating a picnic lunch or dinner. When the even grander Fairmount Cemetery opened in 1890, the same thing happened because it was a beautiful, respectable place to enjoy leisure time. In fact, the cemetery was such a popular place to visit that when residents took attendees of the 1906 Elks’ Convention to visit the cemetery, the newspapers reported that many people were upset by the “untidy appearance” of weeds growing on some of the graves.6

In 1882, Walter von Richtofen built San Souci, an amusement resort on Logan Street between what is now East Dakota and East Virginia Avenues. Located along the tracks of the Denver Circle Railway, San Souci was a typical German beer garden. It was also home to a concert hall and, according to the Rocky Mountain News, was “fitted up in a style in accordance with all that capital and good taste can provide.” The newspaper described the concert hall as “highly artistic and ornamental in its general design,” and said it could be rented for private dance parties. Public dancing, considered immoral, was not allowed at the park, and the News said “disreputable characters are to be kept off the grounds.” Von Richtofen had the park filled with flowerbeds, flowering bushes, and trees, and at the end of one of the paths near the concert hall was a fountain and rockery. The News said San Souci filled “a place that this community has long felt the need of.” San Souci opened on July 1, 1882, but it did not attract many people during its first weeks, which led von Richtofen to announce that he would set aside one night when Denver’s “sporting element”—which was understood to include gamblers, pimps, prostitutes, saloon keepers, and other undesirable people—could visit the park. The night turned into a drunken free-for-all that permanently damaged San Souci’s reputation. Von Richtofen reorganized the bankrupt resort late in 1882, but the following June he sold it to Mrs. Jenkins of New York for $11,000. She continued to run it as a resort, but in 1887 a sign for an Episcopal mission appeared at the park. The last mention of San Souci was in the 1894 Denver City Directory, after which it was sold for building lots.7

On July 4, 1887, John Brisben Walker opened River Front Park along the Platte River between Fifteenth and Nineteenth Streets. The park included a racetrack, boating on the Platte, a baseball diamond, and a three-story exhibition building that resembled a castle. The grand opening was less than spectacular. According to the Colorado Daily Chieftain, Walker had leased the park to H. Tabor Treloan, who promised free admission on the afternoon of the Fourth for the public to watch military drills by several companies. People were shocked, said the newspaper, to arrive at the park and find a sign announcing a 25-cent admission fee. While many left in disgust, those who did pay admission found “not a sign of shade” except under the porch of the exhibition building, which Treloan charged a separate quarter admission fee to enter. After somewhat overcoming its opening day problems, the park hosted a variety of events during its short existence, including bicycle and horse races, musical events, baseball games, and a Roman three-horse chariot race. In the winter, the park offered ice skating and sledding on slides constructed by the Denver Toboggan Club. Some of the slides were reportedly 1,000 feet long and sledders could reach speeds of 180 miles per hour. On September 20, 1888, the park hosted an Emancipation Day celebration for Black people from throughout Colorado (Emancipation Day celebrations would later become a tradition at Manhattan Beach). When Walker bought Cosmopolitan Magazine in 1889, his business interests shifted to New York and he tried to sell the park to the City of Denver for $1 million. The city rejected Walker’s offer, saying that the lack of easy access to the grounds and the poor air quality in the area made it an unsuitable location for a city park. Walker eventually sold the land to the Union Pacific Railroad for $1.2 million and it became home to the railroad’s yard.8

Adam Graff’s idea for a recreational resort on the shores of Sloan’s Lake in 1889 fit well with what had already been tried in Denver, and he was planning to construct it at a place that had long helped to fulfill the city’s recreational needs. The history of Sloan’s Lake is a curious, and probably forever incomplete, story. When Denver was first settled in 1859 the lake did not exist, and the road that connected Denver to Golden ran across what would one day be the lakebed. In a 1909 interview with the Colorado Transcript, George F. Turner, a stagecoach driver in the 1860s, said that when he came to Denver to keep a stage station in June 1861, the lake was not there. He also remembered driving a stage across the road that ran through the future site of the lake. When Turner returned to Denver in 1863, the road was gone and the lake was there. The most commonly accepted story about how the lake came to be is that in 1861 Thomas Sloan staked a claim on 160 acres of land for a farm. While digging a well on the property, Sloan believed that he tapped into an underground aquifer or spring. The next morning, the story goes, he awoke to find a lake covering most of his property. (One story says that he floated out of bed the next morning, but Turner said Sloan’s house stood for many years on the shore of the lake.) The new body of water received a variety of mocking names, including Sloan’s Leak, but it was mostly known as Sloan’s Lake. While many people doubt that version of the story, they offer no alternative. Others suggest that the lake did not form until 1866, when Sloan actually received title to the land. George Turner’s story, however, clearly states that the lake was there in 1863, and he said he swam in it in 1866. Nearby Cooper Lake, which would eventually become part of Sloan’s Lake, also formed from an underground spring.9

Thomas Sloan was born in Pennsylvania in 1801. He and his first wife, Eliza, had three children before her death in 1831: William, Clarissa, and Amanda. Sloan and his second wife, Sarah, had five children: John, Ann, Louisa, Thomas, and Sarah. The Sloans arrived in Denver in 1859. For many years they operated the Sloan House Hotel at Larimer and G (now 16th) Streets. The hotel was known as the Broadwell House when it first opened, but after the Sloans bought it, they advertised that it had been “thoroughly repaired, and every room papered, from cellar to garret, and fitted-up for a first-class hotel.” From February to April of 1872, Sloan attempted to sell the land around his lake, advertising it as “the best farm in Colorado,” situated on 100 acres on the road from Denver to Georgetown. Apparently, no one bought the land as Sloan platted it as Lakeville in December of 1873. Two months later, on February 14, 1874, Thomas Sloan died in Denver and the title to the land remained a point of contention for many years. In fact, the battle over his estate continued into the 1890s, reaching all the way to the United States Supreme Court. Shortly before Sloan’s death, the Boulevard and Sloan Lake Steam Navigation Company got an option on the lake and land around it and announced its intention to build a steamboat to cruise on the lake.10

As soon as Sloan’s Lake emerged, it became a favorite recreation spot for Denverites. Ice skating was popular during winter months, and the editor of Central City’s Sunday School Casket newspaper wrote on January 1, 1868 “what a sliding, tumbling, laughing, frollicsome [sic] time a few of us enjoyed at Sloan’s lake a few days ago . . . and though we had not attempted to skate for twelve or fifteen years, we did absolutely prepare ourself and tumble around for hours among the boys and girls, to their infinite amusement.” In the summer, rowboats and sailboats were common on the lake, and it became a popular fishing spot. In 1867, a promoter staged boxing matches on the southern side of the lake. Stories also circulated that “American Indians” had once used the site of the lake for horse races and that it was a buffalo wallow. A history of neighboring Edgewater, published in 1961, states that in the 1870s a “friendly Indian tribe,” looking to escape the snow in the mountains, built wigwams at the northwest side of the lake and made frequent trips to Denver for supplies.11

In 1872, John C. Dexter, a Denver tree farmer, under the name Captain J. C. Dexter, had a boat built that he named the Dolly Varden. On June 11, 1872, the Denver Daily Times reported that Dexter’s boat was “a veritable fact” and that he intended to take a “select party” out for a cruise on the Platte River. After the trial trip, Dexter intended to make regular trips for paying customers from the Larimer Street bridge over Cherry Creek each day at 4 p.m. Dexter’s plan to regularly cruise the Platte fell through, but by the end of June he was making daily trips in the Dolly Varden on Sloan’s Lake. In his advertisement for his services, he “respectfully ask[ed] for the patronage of ladies and gentlemen,” and vowed that he would do his best to deserve it. A carriage took people to and from the lake for the boat ride, with requests for transport to be left at the Daily Times office. Dexter’s boat operated for only one summer, but he remained in Denver until his death in 1891.12

The brief run of the Dolly Varden on Sloan’s Lake must have intrigued others and convinced them to try the boat business for themselves. On February 12, 1874, the Denver Daily Times announced that a new company planned to build a 30-foot-wide, 5-foot-deep canal from the Grand View Hotel on the Boulevard (later known as Federal Boulevard) at 17th Avenue to Sloan’s Lake. The newspaper reported that “an easy and practicable route” had been surveyed by “competent persons.” After joking that the canal would surely “dissolve the myth of the ‘Great American Desert,’” the newspaper said that the canal would be the place for picnickers, pleasure parties, and excursions of every kind, and that the company behind it would surely make a profit.13

Lewis Ellsworth and his partners started construction of the $14,000 Grand View Hotel in 1873. On June 6 that year the Rocky Mountain News said that when completed it would be a very “neat and substantial” building and that with all of the modern comforts it would be a “very comfortable hotel.” The architectural firm of Lewis and Bancroft designed the frame building, which was eighty feet by sixty feet and had two towers on it. The Halleck Brothers began construction on the hotel later in June. The two-story building was located next to a small pond fed by a spring. The hotel opened for guests on March 23, 1874, with the Times reporting that “large crowds visited the hotel during the day via the street cars.”14

Just a few weeks before the hotel’s opening, on March 1, Lewis Ellsworth, F. D. Hagger, J. B. Cofield, John Clough, Daniel Witter, William Anderson, Theodore W. Poole, J. Alexander Pace, Solomon Fisher, and Wellington George Sprague joined together to form the Boulevard and Sloan Lake Steam Navigation Company. The first, and as it would turn out only, board of directors of the company included William Anderson as president, F. D. Hagger as secretary and treasurer, and Lewis Ellsworth, J. B. Cofield, Theodore Poole, and John Clough as directors. The Times asserted that “the moneyed ability and character of these gentlemen is a guarantee that no impediment will be allowed to prevent the speedy completion and successful working of this novel project.” The purpose of the company was to build a three-mile-long canal along 17th Avenue from the pond beside the Grand View Hotel to Sloan’s Lake “for irrigation, mechanical and culinary purposes, and to float boats, barges and vessels for the carriage of freight and passengers.” The men planned to fill the canal with water from Sloan’s Lake. The canal itself would run southeast from Sloan’s Lake, through nearby Cooper Lake, and then east to the hotel.15

[image: ]
The Grand View Hotel at the Boulevard (now Federal Boulevard) and 17th Avenue in the 1870s. The beginning of the steamboat canal, which ran along 17th Avenue to Sloan’s Lake, is visible to the left of the hotel. Source: The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, X-19293.
To navigate the canal and lake, the company purchased a used steamboat from the Mississippi River Steamship Company. According to Alice M. Coleman’s history of Edgewater, the boat was dismantled and shipped to Denver in sections to be reassembled. In late March, the Times reported that while it had looked doubtful for a few weeks that the project would actually happen, everything fell into place once the company purchased Cooper Lake and the adjoining land, finally securing the right-of-way for the canal. As soon as that was done, a telegraph went to Chicago placing the order for the engine for the steamboat’s propeller. Construction of the boat itself, according to the newspapers, was under the supervision of C. H. Brown, who had built several boats for the Hoboken Yacht Club, including the Eveline and T. B. Astor. Charles Smith, the general contractor hired to build the canal, started work on it on March 26, 1874.16

William Anderson, as president of the new company, oversaw construction on the canal, and in early April the Rocky Mountain News reported that crews were at work on both ends of it. They were digging toward the center, which would only be removed after each crew reached a certain point. Thirty-five teams were hard at work on the thirty-foot-wide, five-foot-deep canal. The News stated that the soil was hard pan so it would have no trouble holding water. Large crowds gathered at the Grand View Hotel each day to watch the work, and Anderson told the News that he expected to have water in the canal by early May. By May 5, the canal connecting Sloan’s Lake and Cooper Lake had been cut and filled (an island made of dirt from the dig is still visible on the eastern end of Sloan’s Lake), and the propeller for the boat, which the Times reported was “a beautiful piece of workmanship,” was at the lake.17

News of the canal inspired at least one copycat in Denver. Ed Kettle, who owned a nursery in Denver, announced that he had made arrangements to cut a canal from the “lake” in front of his shop to Cherry Creek, and that he had signed a contract to build a “beautiful steamer” that would carry “excursionists” during the summer. Nothing ever came of Kettle’s plan. Historian Phil Goodstein writes that as construction on the Sloan’s Lake canal proceeded, nearby farmers and residents objected to it, fearing that it would drain water from their land, and they managed to get a court order to stop the project. The company rushed to complete it before the injunction went into effect, and the level of Cooper Lake dropped by four feet when water first flowed into the canal. The Daily Times reported on May 16 that the canal was done despite those who “laughed or doubted.”18

As unique as the canal was, equally unique was the boat that the company’s organizers had chosen to take passengers from the hotel to Sloan’s Lake and back. The parts of the secondhand steamboat arrived in Denver, by both wagon and railroad, in mid-April. The company named the boat the City of Denver. They initially planned to launch the boat on May 9, but the launch was postponed due to high winds because, as the Rocky Mountain News put it, “it was feared she would drag her anchor, slip her cable, go over Cheltenham Heights and wreck herself on Castle Rock.” The boat finally went into the water on May 19, 1874, and was promptly anchored in the middle of Sloan’s Lake. This, according to the Daily Times, was so that it could receive a thorough painting before taking on its first passengers.19

The canal company officially launched the City of Denver on May 23, 1874, and it took its first paying passengers on May 26. That afternoon the boat made five trips, each lasting a little less than hour, and carried sixty-six passengers. The following day, the Times reported that “the famous craft on our inland canal” was making regular trips from the Grand View to Sloan’s Lake and back. With the boat operational, the canal company was at work on a dock and passenger station at Sloan’s Lake and was building rowboats for those who wanted to “blister their hands in rowing about the lakes.” Crews were also driving in piles along the length of the canal to keep the banks from giving way and were grading a drive around Cooper Lake. On May 27, a group of dignitaries that included Alfred Sayer, Dr. J. H. Morrison, Rev. J. M. Sturdevant, C. W. Wright, J. R. Hanna, and General H. B. Bearce were invited to inspect improvements in the northwest part of Denver. Their tour included a trip through the canal on the City of Denver, which the Rocky Mountain News reported “was a complete demonstration of the remarkable success of this enterprise.”20

The Rocky Mountain News reported that, on average, 1,000 people rode the streetcars on Sundays to the Grand View Hotel and the canal. The newspaper also noted that a “great many roughs and hoodlums” also rode the streetcars to visit the dance halls and saloons in the vicinity of Sloan’s Lake, particularly in neighboring Edgewater. According to the newspapers, those visiting the dance halls and saloons smoked in the cars and used “coarse and ungentlemanly language.” This was an early sign of a problem that would plague more than one amusement park in Denver as less than desirable businesses opened around them. With business initially so good, despite the presence of some questionable characters, the canal company announced plans to build a second steamer of the same size. However, those plans quickly fell through.21

For decades after it was launched people claimed that the City of Denver was the first steamship in Colorado, but some rightfully took issue with that. Shortly after the boat was launched, the editor of the Daily Central City Register reminded readers that William B. Walling, a lumber dealer and sawmill operator in Gilpin and Boulder counties, had launched a steamboat on the lake at the head of Lake Gulch, south of Central City, in 1872, two years ahead of the City of Denver. John Bennett’s Lake House, also called the Lake View House, at Lake Gulch was a popular dance hall and the site of an annual Fourth of July celebration in Gilpin County beginning in 1864. Walling launched his boat on the afternoon of July 4, 1872, and as it “left its moorings, its decks were thronged with passengers, the whistle reverberated from mountain to mountain, and the beach was lined with spectators.” While initially popular, Walling’s steamship disappeared at the end of that summer, followed by the Lake House at the end of the summer of 1873.22

By early August 1874, the City of Denver was making regular trips from the Grand View to Sloan’s Lake and back every hour from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. When the new Elysium Hall theater opened near the Grand View that month, the owners of the theater even arranged to have live music, dancing, and refreshments at the steamboat landing at the hotel along with trips on the steamboat. The boat and canal, they said, offered “mountain and city views unsurpassed by any place around Denver.” A ticket to ride cost twenty-five cents, but for an additional dime, passengers could also visit Johnson’s Park at Sloan’s Lake once they arrived there. James M. Johnson sold wine at his store on Fifteenth Street in Denver. In the spring of 1874, he constructed a dance hall and pavilion at the head of Sloan’s Lake, and also rented out boats on Sloan’s Lake as part of his operation. On June 22, 1874, the Daily Times advertised a moonlight excursion on the City of Denver to the park. For thirty-five cents, customers got to ride on the steamboat and enjoy “the best of music and dining under the grand pavilion” at Johnson’s Park, returning to the Grand View at 10 p.m.23

However, just as had happened with the boats operated by J. C. Dexter and William Walling, by the end of the summer the novelty of the City of Denver was wearing off, and business dropped quickly. The last advertisement for regular trips on the boat appeared in the Rocky Mountain News on September 3, 1874. The canal company originally planned to stop running the boat for the season after the Colorado Industrial Association’s Second Annual Fair, which ran from September 22 to 26, but before that could happen disaster struck. On the afternoon of September 16, the lower end of the canal (at the Grand View) gave way and the water flooded out onto the Boulevard. The Colorado Daily Chieftain reported that the water did “considerable damage” to the road, while the Rocky Mountain News said that it amounted to about $700 worth of damage. The canal immediately closed for the season and never reopened. In early November another part of the canal washed out, and the sheriff seized the City of Denver. The boat was sold at auction on November 7, 1874, to help pay the company’s debts, but for a few years afterward people regularly advertised in newspapers trying to sell their notes against the Boulevard and Sloan Lake Steam Navigation Company. By the time the boat was sold it had even become somewhat of a joke. Reporting on several Denver residents visiting St. Louis that November during heavy rains, the editor of the Rocky Mountain News wrote that the men were hoping to board the City of Denver to “take a pleasure excursion through some of the business streets.”24

The canal was eventually filled in and, without the draw of the steamboat and canal, the Grand View Hotel soon closed as well. For a brief time, the hotel served as an insane asylum, but in 1881 it became the home of St. Luke’s Hospital when the Episcopalians purchased it for $7,000 (they paid another $900 for the furnishings). In 1891, the church sold the building for $10,000 to help fund the hospital’s move to 19th and Pearl Streets. The failure of the steamship was also bad news for Johnson’s Park at Sloan’s Lake. On September 12 and September 19, 1874, the Daily Times announced boat races at the park, with the race on the 19th including a “Champion Belt and a purse.” In March of 1875, Johnson told the Rocky Mountain News that he planned to put in grain and market gardens on 170 acres around his park in addition to planting 2,000 cottonwood trees in the park. That was the last ever heard of Johnson’s Park. James Johnson eventually moved to California, where he died in 1913.25

Despite the failure of the steamboat and Johnson’s Park, Sloan’s Lake remained a popular recreation destination for boating, fishing, and ice skating. And, with so much activity taking place on the lake, it could sometimes be deadly. The Fort Collins Courier reported on October 20, 1881, that a duck hunter drowned in the lake when his boat capsized, and in June of 1888 the Silver Standard newspaper reported that two boys drowned in Sloan’s Lake. Not all who went into the water perished though. The Colorado Daily Chieftain reported on May 14, 1874, that four printers “took an involuntary bath” when their boat tipped over. According to the newspaper the men lost everything but “their lives and their beloved whiskey.”26

In 1881, Henry Lee, a member of the Colorado House of Representatives, attempted to introduce a bill that called for selling the land that eventually became City Park and an equal amount of land around Sloan’s Lake to the city of Denver for public parks. Although the proposal passed the House, opponents in the state Senate stalled it. Historian Jerome Smiley wrote in his 1901 History of Denver that many residents opposed the bill because “they neither saw nor appreciated the necessity, value nor utility of parks.” When the bill finally passed the state Senate, the section that would have created Edgewater Park (the Sloan’s Lake property) was stripped from it, but the land for City Park remained. As Smiley wrote, supporters “accepted the half-loaf as being far better than none.” Smiley estimated that the value of the Sloan’s Lake land in 1901 was about $1 million.27

The lake was also a popular place for ice cutters in the winter. So much ice came out of Sloan’s and Cooper lakes that in 1877 one reader sarcastically asked the editors of the Daily Times, “Is all the ice water that we drink in the city cut on Cooper Lake and Sloan Lake?” And it was ice cutting that put Adam Graff on Sloan’s Lake that day in February 1889 when he first dreamed of an amusement resort on the shore of the lake.28

Adam Graff was born in Germany in 1848. He came to the United States at age 18 and quickly made his way to Colorado. By 1873 he was working as a carpenter, a profession he followed for the next ten years. In 1875 he married Julia Roederer, whose grandparents were friends with General James Denver. She was born in Leavenworth, Kansas, on Christmas Eve 1859 as her parents were preparing to leave by ox train for Cherry Creek. Adam and Julia lived at 1918 Downing Street for most of their time in

[image: ]
Adam Graff, the man behind Manhattan Beach. Source: Rocky Mountain News, February 18, 1940.
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Adam Graff’s original plans for Manhattan Beach were far grander than anything that was ever built. A simplified version of the hotel (the large building with multiple towers on it) was the only part of this plan ever built. Source: The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, F13581.



[image: ]
The hotel at Adam Graff’s Sloan’s Park. The building burned down in 1891. Source: History Colorado, Object # 89.451.5602.
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