Parked in the Past
Ed Snell Memorial Run has bar-bet beginnings
Named for South Park environmentalist, miner, philanthropist
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The 33rd annual Ed Snell Memorial Run
will take place on Saturday, Aug. 17, on
the paved trail between Fairplay and
Alma along Colorado Highway 9.
This year’s race follows in the footsteps
of the first official race in 1981, but the
real beginnings of the race came after a
conversation in 1979 (or 1980) between
two then-local construction workers, Bill
Reeves and Tom Knebel.
They frequently met at Fairplay bars after
work, often at the no-longer-existing JBar-J. One evening after the two had a
few drinks under their belts, and, with
each bragging about their outstanding
high school track successes, a wager
was made on which man would win a
race between Fairplay and Alma.
That wager was more significant than the
two knew; it was destined to launch the
Ed Snell Memorial Run.
But the history of Ed Snell in Park County
dates back 100 years earlier, to 1879. It
was then that the first Ed Snell arrived in
Alma from Wyoming as an 8-year-old
boy. He was Edward Daniel Snell.

The race is named for Edward Louis
Snell, the oldest son of Edward Daniel
Snell and Johannah Hoffman Snell. The
younger Snell was a miner and one of
“the first really sincere recyclists and
preservationists,” said his nephew and
Alma resident, Erik Swanson.
“Uncle Ed could always use something
twice,” he said.
But more than that, Edward Louis Snell
“never lost faith in mankind. He took
people in who needed help,” said his
nephew.
Swanson said his Uncle Ed would help
people who needed financial help or
needed to get their life back on track after
living on the streets. He would take them
to the Alma-area mines and provide them
a place to sleep, help them get
rehabilitated, and give them a job.
Snell wasn’t just a miner; he had the skills
of a geologist without obtaining the formal
education. Swanson said Snell always
had a collection of mineral specimens in
his pockets. When Swanson was a young
boy, he remembers, his Uncle Ed always

knew where each specimen was found
and what kind of mineral it was.
Students at the Colorado School of Mines
in Golden visited Ed Snell at his mines
yearly and the pupils “never could believe
that he wasn’t a graduate of [Colorado
School of] Mines. He knew more about
(mining) than the professors,” said
Swanson.
Ed Snell Memorial Fund
The Ed Snell Memorial Fund was set up
in 1978 (or 1979) when Knebel ran in the
annual World Championship Pack Burro
Race in Fairplay. He was sponsored by
the Park County Republican and Fairplay
Flume through its then-owner and
publisher, Richard Hamilton.
Knebel told The Flume that Hamilton
suggested he use his entry in the burro
race as a way to generate funds for two
local families that had suffered tragedies
the previous year, and to name it the Ed
Snell Memorial Fund.
Hamilton said Snell was on the county
planning commission and they met when
Hamilton started the health department in
Park County. They met three or four
times a month in the process of getting
the health department organized, and
during that time Hamilton found Snell to
be a “grand human being and a miner
who cared about the environment,” he
told The Flume.
That’s why he suggested the fund be
named after Snell.
Although Knebel and his burro didn’t
finish that race, he collected
approximately $1,000 in donations. The
money was divided and deposited
anonymously into the bank accounts of
the two families.
First race

The Reeves/Knebel race from Fairplay to
Alma didn’t have a name and wasn’t
planned to continue for 30-plus years. It
was simply Knebel and Reeves running
to determine who would buy beers in
Alma. It happened on a cold evening in
February.
A conversation started while the two were
sitting in the J-Bar-J. Knebel brought up
the subject of his entry in the burro race
and said, “Bill indicated that maybe he
should run the burro race (since) he had
been a track star in Illinois.”
In the words of Bill Reeves, this is his
recollection of the wager:
“One evening, after a few brewskis, the
topic of conversation came around to
high school track, with both of us recalling
how great we were at long distance. Of
course, as time went on and the beer
kept flowing, our times kept getting better.
With encouragement from our friends, it
was decided the only way to resolve the
dispute was to have a foot race between
the two of us. The race would start at the
Park Bar (now McCall’s) in Fairplay and
end in Alma at the AOB [Alma’s Only
Bar]. The stakes would be a beer to the
winner.”
The two chose a day the following week
to race. Both showed up in their work
clothes – jeans, heavy coats and work
boots.
“After a quick beer and some cheering
from the patrons, we set out for the AOB
on a cold dark night. I’m proud to say I
won that initial race and I’m still savoring
that beer,” said Reeves in an email.
Knebel agrees with Reeves’ recollection
of the beginning of the race. “I lost that
race by, I think, twelve minutes and
reluctantly paid my bet of one beer.”
1981 race

The first race bearing the Ed Snell name
was in February 1981.
The scene was nearly the same; Knebel
was in the J-Bar-J when another friend,
Don Long, challenged him to the same
race. Hamilton was there that night
(although his recollection is that it was at
the Fairplay Hotel bar), and he told The
Flume that Long said something to the
effect that even after smoking cigarettes
and drinking beer, he could beat Knebel
in a race to Alma.
Hamilton figured the race between Long
and Knebel was a way to revive the Ed
Snell Memorial Fund.
So the race was advertised in The Flume
and, although there were only two
runners – Long and Knebel – the race
generated $490 in donations from local
businesses and individuals, and was
called the “First Annual Ed Snell
Memorial Fund Foot Race.”
Knebel tied his record from the previous
year, which was good enough to win the
race. Long jokingly attributed his loss to
the wind that was aggravating a
toothache and the fact that he was
running at a higher altitude (being three
inches taller than Knebel), according to
the Feb. 19, 1981, Flume.
Celebrity runners
Local and regional runners participate in
the Ed Snell Memorial Run each year, but
for a period of time in the mid-to-late
1990s, a few celebrity runners showed up
for the race.
Although Federico Peña and Ellen Hart
Peña could have been classified as locals
because they owned property in the
county, they were better known for their
activities outside the county.

Ellen Hart Peña ran the Ed Snell race
more than once in the 1990s. She is a
lawyer, world class runner, iron man
competitor and, since 2008, a member of
the Colorado Running Hall of Fame. A
made-for-television movie aired in 1996
about her battle with bulimia. At the time
she ran in the Park County race, she was
married to Federico Peña, former mayor
of Denver (1983-1991) and former U.S.
Secretary of Transportation (1993–
1997) under President Bill Clinton.
Reeves told The Flume in an email that
one year Ellen Hart Peña “finished the
race in Alma (in record time), and ran
back to Fairplay to get her car, shouting
encouragement to the runners along the
way.” (Entrants typically park in Alma and
are shuttled to the race start in Fairplay.)
The Peñas weren’t the only celebrities to
run the race.
“One year, she brought along her friend,
Frank Shorter,” said Reeves.
Shorter won a gold medal in the 1972
Summer Olympics in Munich, Germany,
where he was born. He lives in Boulder,
Colo., and was “a driving force in the
distance running boom that started in the
U.S. in the late 1970s,” according to USA
Track and Field.
He is an inductee of several halls of
fame, including Colorado Sports,
Colorado Running, USA Track and Field,
Honolulu Marathon and the Olympic Hall
of Fame.
Knebel was thrilled to be running with
Peña and Shorter in the race.
“I was standing next to Frank [Shorter] at
the starting line when Ellen [Hart Peña] –
though she forgot my name – pointed me
out to Frank as being the race founder.
By the time the starting gun was fired, I
was so pumped up that I sprinted for the

first quarter of a mile and led both Frank
and Ellen and all others for that distance.
They soon passed me as if I was
standing still, as that is exactly what I was
doing for I was ready to pass out from
exhaustion. I walked most of the rest of
the race, but I can say that I once outran
those two Olympic stars.”
Snell history
The elder Ed Snell, Edward Daniel Snell,
came to Alma, Colo., from Wyoming. He
was born in Sherman, Wyo., (now a
ghost town) on April 19, 1871. He moved
to Cheyenne, Wyo., in 1878 and to Alma
a year later, when he was 8 years old.
The Snells had interests in mining claims
in Buckskin Gulch as early as 1880,
including the Silver Wave, the U.S. Mint
and the Golden Queen claims.
Edward Daniel Snell married Johannah
Hoffman in 1902. She was from a
pioneer Alma-area family that ranched
north of Alma at Dudley. The blacksmith
shop at the South Park City museum is
named for the Hoffmans and it is their
blacksmithing tools that furnish the
structure.
Edward and Johannah Snell had six
children – Ida May, born in 1903, who
died of meningitis at age 3; Edward
Louis, born in 1904; Walter, born in 1906,
murdered in Salida, Colo. in 1943 at age
37; Eveitte, born in 1907, who married
Glen Swanson and was the mother of
Erik Swanson; Norman, born in 1910,
who earned the bronze medal of honor
and the purple heart for his military
service during World War II; and Clyde,
who was another Alma-area Snell family
miner.
Edward Daniel Snell owned a “jack” train
(a string of burros used to haul supplies).
He hauled groceries and supplies to the

mines around Alma and hauled gold and
silver ore back to town. He died at age 46
on April 16, 1917. The cause of death
was “dropsy,” today called congestive
heart failure.
The early death of his father may have
had an effect on the man Edward Louis
Snell would become. He and the family
watched as their patriarch gradually
succumbed to heart failure.
The elder Ed Snell was in failing health
for two years before his death. The Flume
first reported it in the Feb. 12, 1915,
edition. “Ed Snell and son Ed left for
Denver Friday for the benefit of Mr.
Snell’s health and the son to have his
eyes treated,” it said. In the two years
between the first signs of ill health and his
death, Edward Daniel Snell sought
healing at several clinics in the U.S. One
place he went was the Clark Magnetic
Mineral Spring in Pueblo, Colo. In a 1903
advertisement, it publicized its “national
reputation for curing Bright’s disease of
the kidneys, rheumatism, diseases of the
stomach, liver, blood, skin and urinary
tract.”
Although he also sought healing in places
that included Kingman, Ariz., and Loma
Linda, Calif., Snell began liquidating his
property in 1915. He sold real estate that
he owned in Alma and advertised in the
March 15, 1915, Flume: “For sale cheap
– 55 pack jacks and saddles, also 2
saddle horses.” By February 1917, the
pack string was down to 35; the last
advertisement for the jacks, placed by
Mrs. Ed Snell, appeared in the May 11,
1917, Flume.
At his father’s death, Edward Louis Snell
was 13 years old and the eldest surviving
child. He continued with his schooling,
but he missed a lot of days because of
caring for the burros until they were sold,

Swanson said. The young Snell took over
much of the household duties. The family
raised chickens and had a cow, but the
majority of their meat came from the boys
hunting rabbits.
After her husband’s death, Johannah
Snell was on her own; there was no
government help for a widow with five
children. She took in laundry, was a cook
at the mines, and moved her family to the
Fairplay poor house. Her daughter,
Eveitte, age 10, left school to help her
mother with laundry and cooking.
Ed Snell death
Edward Louis Snell died in the arms of
his nephew, Erik Swanson.
It was on Feb. 19, 1975, in the Snell
home on Fairplay’s Front Street. That
home is now the Fairplay Therapy
Center.
Snell thought he had the flu and was too
ill to go get his mail. Swanson went to the
post office for Snell while his uncle put a
kettle of water on for tea. During the time
Swanson was gone, Snell passed out
and fell to the floor. Swanson returned
from the errand and saw his uncle the
floor. Swanson raised his Uncle Ed’s
head in his arms, and shortly after that
Snell died. He was two months short of
his 71st birthday.
He is buried in the Fairplay Cemetery
near the grave of his maternal
grandfather, Johannes Hoffman.
Giving spirit
Ed Snell “was chosen to be immortalized
because of his giving spirit,” said
Swanson’s wife, Beth Swanson, and that
is what the race stands for today.
Proceeds from the Ed Snell Memorial
Run are given to South Park residents in
need. Each year a different recipient is

chosen to receive the gift. In the early
years, the gift was anonymous, but that is
no longer the case.
This year proceeds will benefit Fred and
Kathy Boyce. She is the former director of
the Park County Budget and Finance
Department and was diagnosed with Lou
Gehrig’s disease, or amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis (ALS), on April 4. The family
relocated to Tucson, Ariz., in June to be
near her father and the Tucson Medical
Center’s ALS clinic. Fred Boyce is
Fairplay’s former mayor.
There is no cure for the disease, which
causes nerve cells in the brain and spinal
column to waste away. Eventually a
patient loses the ability to move.
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Young man
Edward Louis Snell is shown here as a young
man. The Ed Snell Memorial Run is named in
his honor. (Photo from the Erik Swanson
collection)

Edward Louis Snell
Shown here at age 64 in 1968, Ed Snell was a
miner, geologist, environmentalist, and was
known as a man who never lost faith in
mankind. He was always ready to help those in
need. (Photo from the Erik Swanson collection)

Knebel and burro
The Ed Snell Memorial Fund was started in the
late 1970s when Tom Knebel collected
donations for his run in the World Championship
Pack Burro Race. Knebel and the burro, shown
here, did not finish the race but collected
approximately $1,000 for the fund. (Photo
courtesy of Bill Reeves)

Secretary of Transportation at the time. (Photo
courtesy of Bill Reeves)

Bill Reeves and Tom
Knebel
The first race that morphed into the Ed Snell
Memorial Run started as a bar bet between Bill
Reeves, left, and Tom Knebel. Here they are
shown during the 1998 race. (Photo courtesy of
Bill Reeves)

U.S. Secretary of
Transportation
U.S. Secretary of Transportation Federico Peña
announces the Ed Snell Memorial Run from the
balcony of the Hand Hotel in 1996. He was U.S.

