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FLUVIOGLACIAL FEATURES OF THE ANIMAS RIVER
VALLEY, COLORADO AND NEW MEXICO
By

CHARLES A. BANDOIAN
The University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, New Mexico

INTRODUCTION
The Animas River heads in the San Juan Mountains,
a broad domal uplift approximately 90 miles from east to
west and 70 miles from north to south (Thornbury, 1965).
The river leaves the San Juan Mountains at their southern
boundary, the large hogback ridge immediately south of
Durango, Colorado (fig. 1 ). The total distance from the
head of the Animas at Animas Forks to the southern
boundary of the San Juan Mountains is about 50 miles,
although the river flows a considerably greater distance to
reach this point. The river continues nearly due south
from Durango across the New Mexico-Colorado state
line to Aztec, New Mexico where it swings southwest and
continues on to Farmington to join the San Juan River.
In the valley of the Animas River, Tertiary volcanic
rocks, the most important rocks in the San Juan Mountains, are exposed. Volcanism began in Miocene time and
continued at intervals into the Quaternary. Six distinct
volcanic episodes have been recognized (Larsen and
Cross, 1956). Precambrian, Paleozoic, and Mesozoic rocks
are also exposed along the river.
The effects of Pleistocene glaciation can be seen in the
Animas Valley of the San Juan Mountains and deposits of
at least five glacial advances have been identified. South of
the San Juan Mountains, Tertiary sedimentary rocks are
exposed along the valley and glacially derived Pleistocene
sediments are abundant.

PHYSIOGRAPHIC AND GEOLOGIC
SETTING
The valley of the Animas River heads near Animas
Forks about ten miles north-northeast of Silverton. It is
the largest valley in the San Juan Mountains and during
the Pleistocene was occupied by the largest glacier in the
range. The Animas Glacier extended 50 miles down the
valley to Animas City and Durango at various times during
the Pleistocene. The glacier was fed by over 75 catchment
basins and the ice was as much as 2000 feet thick (Atwood
and Mather, 1932).
The drainage area of the river extends to the northern
margins of the mountain range. The Animas Valley inner
gorge is 2000 feet deep at Animas Forks where several
tributaries join to form the main channel of the Animas
River (Atwood and Mather, 1932). The valley has been
eroded by alternating glacial and fluvial action aided by
mass-wasting which is very common in some areas. Atwood and Mather state that:

In spite of the amount of glacial erosion, the
contour of the canyon still displays at most localities the dual nature of the gorge as represented
in the cross-section between Howardsville and
Middleton [fig. 2]. There is a pronounced shoulder on the canyon's wall midway between the
modern stream channel and the higher summits
on each side.
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