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INTRODUCTION

In November of 1971 a royal battle developed over
whether or not the Astor House would become a parking lot. It
pitted the Golden Downtown General Improvement District
(GDGID) against the citizens. City Council was caught in the
middle.

When a group of people put their heads together you
never know what will happen. The’BIG FOUR’ thought the
Golden Landmarks Association would wither on the vine like
other action groups.

Guess again. ' WE’'RE STILL HERE!

DEDICATION

Larry McWilliams
Gene Child
Ruben Hartmeister
Frank Leek
and all the others
- who helped to save
the Astor House




FIGHT TO SAVE

In 1971 several things were going on in Golden. The
Golden Opportunity Plan, a community survey by Havecost
and Waldman, was being released and studied; the Golden
Downtown General Improvement District (GDGID, commonly
referred to as GDID) was consolidating their plans to increase
parking, and the Greenbelt Committee was actively campaign-
ing for public purchase of land for open space and parks. The
climate was set for conflict.

The old Baptist Church, built in 1866 , had been torn
down in 1961 and replaced with a parking lot. The congrega-
tion had voted to build a new church at Washington and 19th.
Many residents had considered it a landmark.

As old property in the downtown area became avail-
able it was considered for more parking. The GDID had been
formed with the purpose of providing that parking and as a
forum for the needs of the downtown business district. Its
board of directors was Golden City Council. They had the
power to levy taxes against the district for the purchase of
property to be used for parking. Foss Drug had already ac-
quired property at 13th and Arapahoe for customer parking.
Meyer Hardware was building a new store at 11th and Arapa-
hoe where the only off street parking was two lots on 12th.
The downtown businessmen not only felt threatened by what
they considered a shortage of essential central parking,
Westland Shopping Center had opened in 1967 and was com-
peting for the Golden dollars.

In 1971 there were no peripheral parks and no trails
being maintained for hiking, biking, or horseback riding.
County wide parks were few and far between. Team sports
were in competition for practice and playing fields. Denver
residents complained that Jeff-Co residents used their parks
without paying for upkeep. The Greenbelt Committee was
promoting public acquisition but Golden government believed



in keeping expenditures at a minimum. They had been active
in the community survey and now wanted to capitalize on the
recommendations.

Havekost/Waldman & Assoc. first submitted their
Proposed Goals and Objectives May 20, 1970. One goal was
to identify areas where urban design policies were needed....
preservation of historic buildings. Additional goals included
evaluating need for additional cultural facilities...museums and
art centers. An overriding desire was to maintain a close sense
of community. Their report, published Jan. 27, 1971, included
a proposal to "Explore feasibility of preserving or restoring
certain historic buildings within the downtown area.”" They
included the Astor House as a possible museum.

It was a well known fact that Eileen Marshall wanted to
sell the Astor House. She wanted to retire with her husband
who was confined to a wheelchair. They had operated it as a
rooming house since 1956. In the summer of 1970 she was
approached by a representative of the downtown businessmen
to have an appraisal done. That appraisal came through at
$21,000, the value primarily of the lot.

Irene Goetz, who had come to the Astor House as a
bride and lived there for 39 years, let her feelings be known to
the Transcript. Interviews of her and the stories she had col-
lected were published in Nov. 1970. She was 77 years old at
the time. She was quoted, "I think it is going to be the only old
building left in Golden." The article ended with the statment,
"Not all historic buildings are suited for restoration or revival...
Is this one in the category?”

July 22, 1971, Mrs. Marshall attended the GDID direc-
tors meeting at City Hall to offer her house to the district for
$30,000. She mentioned that it was built in 1867. The direc-
tors voted to table the decision until August 12. At the meeting
on that date they voted to purchase the property upon the
recommendation of the Chamber Planning Committee and its
three principal business owners.



As the news became public citizens reacted in various
ways. Most of the businessmen felt the building was an eye-
sore and expressed relief to think it would be removed. As
feelings of citizens were expressed in an ever widening circle
there was regret that a better alternative wasn't available.

Larry McWilliams moved to Golden in 1956. Living
on the edge of the downtown area he had watched as various
buildings were leveled. He was horrified to find that the
contents were often destroyed with them, chairs, tables, bev-.
eled glass display cases, etc. He had lived in Spain and France
where old buildings and belongings were valued. He was a
Spanish teacher; in 1968 he became the Jefferson County
Language Coordinator. He stopped to talk to Mrs. Marshall
about her house and she invited him to have a look around.
Anyone who knows Larry is aware of what a resourceful
person he is, and his vision of possibilities is limitless. He
didn't feel additional parking was needed.

When his friend Gene Child returned in July 1971,
from a two year teaching assignment in Kenya, Larry re-
counted the news of Golden. Gene had taught in Munich,
Germany, four years and traveled extensively in Europe. He
also had an appreciation of old buildings. Together they
brainstormed about what could be done with the Astor House.
They came to the conclusion it should be preserved as a restau-
rant. They got advice from a contractor and a restaurant

~manager, then hired a lawyer, Frank Plaut, to present their
proposal to the GDID directors Sept. 23, 1971.

Ruben Hartmeister, member of City Council and a
director of GDID, had reported at the August meeting that he
had several telephone calls about preserving the Astor House.
At the September meeting he moved to reconsider buying the
Astor House, but the motion failed on a 3/3 vote. That vote
didn't stop a small group of citizens. They organized a petition
drive. October 14, 1971, Susan Schaffer of the Greenbelt
Committee presented petitions to city council with 162 signa-



tures asking them to intervene regarding the demolition of
Astor House for parking. Lyle Miller, attorney for GDID,
presented a petition signed by 100% of property owners in the
tax distrlict who felt that "the Astor House is of no true his-
toric value." They wanted the directors of GDID to abide by
the original decision. A motion to refer the matter to the Local
Affairs Committee was defeated.

Frank Leek was chairman of the Local Affairs Commit-
tee. He didn't like Council dictating the agenda of the Local
Affairs Committee. Frank is a barber at Sportsmen's Barber-
shop and he collects a lot of public opinion. At the November
29, 1971, City Council meeting he moved that Golden Land-
marks Association be given six months to study possible uses
of Astor House. They were raising funds and said no financial
help would be needed from the city. The motion was tabled.
City Attorney Carney recommended the matter be deferred to
GDID.

Frank had attended a meeting November 17, 1971, at
Larry McWilliams house. In attendance were Ruben
Hartmeister, Gene Child, Susan Shaffer, and Mike Dempsey.
After discussing the issues involved it was decided an associa-
tion of concerned citizens should be organized. They named it
Golden Landmarks Association. As council members Frank
and Ruben could not serve on the board of directors, but they
promised to work for a resolution.

While Mrs. Marshall welcomed the citizens to make
estimates of restoration and assess the structural problems, she
made plans to give possession Dec. 1. She didn't want all the
old dressers, etc. so agreed to sell them all to Frank and Ruben
"for the price of a new living room set", $500. Tony Pickering,
Frank's uncle, assured him that the dressers alone were worth
$3000. They later donated them to Golden Landmarks.

At the December 27th GDID meeting Larry
McWilliams requested that Golden Landmarks Association be
given six months for restoration and study of Astor House.



It was approved with a progress report required in three
months. The motion carried, five to one.

Golden Landmarks went straight to work. January 8,
1972, the first public meeting was held at Astor House. Com-
mittees were formed to restore both exterior and the interior
first floor, and to solicit support either through donation of
money or materials.

When all the activity was observed at the Astor House a
major controversy ensued. February 17,1972, ata special
meeting of the GDID directors, CIiff Evans, a district property
owner, stated that if GLA wanted to restore the Astor House
they should purchase the property. He objected to the work
being done during the time it was owned by GDID

President of the GDID directors, Dave Crawford, was
one of several councilmen who said the only way to resolve the
problem was to put it to a vote of the citizens of Golden to
decide whether or not the building should be saved. The
businessmen were getting a lot of flack from the community.

Not only was the community divided, families found
them selves on opposite sides. Tom Plummer, owner of the
building where his jewelry store is located, said he was tired of
fixing up his old building. He agreed with those who said
Astor House was a disgrace to the downtown area. His
mother, Frances, who owned several old buildings, including
the Burgess House, was a supporter of Golden Landmarks.
Many of GLA staunchest supporters were the old timers.

Some of them gave invaluable time and services, especially
Nils Christiansen and Bill Drew.

By February 14, 1972, Golden Landmarks Association
was incorporated as a non-profit corporation and its first board
of directors appointed: Larry McWilliams, Gene Child, Verna
Katone, Bo Bowers, Bob Baxter, Mike Dempsey, and Charlotte
Paschis.

Every weekend was a work day for many of the 300
volunteers. They made exterior repairs and painted the build-



ing white. Inside, the interior work became a complex maze of
projects: removing the partion in the living room, steaming off
11 layers of wallpaper, removing paint from woodwork and
steps, and choosing appropriate colors and styles. When the
wallpaper was removed the plaster fell off the walls. A sag-
ging second floor needed support. Tough paint on the steps
had to be burned off with a torch. But for all those involved it
was a learning experience and a journey into the past century.
Groups of Mitchell school children volunteered to help. They
sanded and scraped, but didn't complain.

Verna Katona, a Mitchell kindergarten teacher, took her
students through the old house. She even took them up to the
stone quarry at the end of Twelfth St. to see where the stones
were cut. One of her students said his father thought the Astor
House was just an old 'cat house', but he said, "I didn't see any
cats."

A week before the progress report to be was presented
Golden Landmarks provided dinner in the restored dining room
of Astor House for the city council members and representa-
tives of the Chamber. The following week, March 24, 1972,
Larry and Gene presented the report. Director Vincent stated
that the matter should be brought to the citizens so that every-
one might have a say.

April 13 City Council adopted an ordinance for a
special election to be held June 13, 1972. The ballot question
stated:

"Should the City of Golden expend the sum of
$31,488.55 from the general fund of the City of Golden to
purchase from the GDGID the following described real prop-
erty including improvements there on. Lot 9, block 4, South
Golden, Jefferson County, Colorado.a/k/a/ 822 Twelfth St."

The voters favored the Astor House purchase two to
one — 654 for, 301 against the purchase.







