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FORGING NEW ALLIANCES  
Information Center for Ropeway Studies, Colorado School of Mines 

Summary 

The Information Center for Ropeway Studies was established in 1991 to 
develop a collection on the theory, design, operation and history of Ropeway 
systems at the Arthur Lakes Library on the Colorado School of Mines campus.  
Beginning with the working library of Charles Dwyer, the Center’s holdings 
have been enhanced over the years by other collections such as those of 
Robert Diener, Casper Meals, and Bob Heron.  In 2005, individuals from OITAF-
NACS pledged personal monetary gifts or corporate funds to endow the 
Ropeway Center.  This endowment fund was established for the purpose of 
providing support for the Information Center for Ropeway Studies in 
perpetuity.   Other advances include the implementation of a new, state-of-the-
art database with improved content, increased accessibility and superior 
logging; the development of a Center website that provides enhanced visibility 
and presents information about Center projects, other ropeway resources, and 
searching the Ropeway Database; and the addition of Ropeway holdings into a 
Union Catalog of over 20 U.S. libraries.  Future directions for the Center 
encompass fostering new and existing partnerships and continuing collection 
development. 
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Trends in Ropes 

Establishment of the Ropeway Center 
The Information Center for Ropeway Studies was established in 1991 at the Arthur 

Lakes Library on the Colorado School of Mines campus in Golden, Colorado.  The 

core of the Center’s collection is the working library of a retired ropeway engineer, 

Charles F. Dwyer, P.E.   

 

During his career, Chuck worked for Heron Engineering of Denver, Colorado; he 

ended his career with the U.S. Forest Service where he evaluated proposed 

installations and provided regulatory oversight.  Chuck is an internationally known 

and respected engineer; he was instrumental in the B 77 ANSI standard 

development for ropeway safety.  While Chuck is now in his early 80s, he remains 

active in the field both as a volunteer in the Center and as a member of the Center’s 

Advisory Board.  Several years prior to 1991, Chuck had become concerned that 

individuals who had significantly influenced the ropeway industry were dying or 

becoming incapacitated.  Thus, the corporate and/or cultural history of ropeways was 

disappearing.  New people entering the profession had no good opportunity to learn 

from past mistakes, understand ropeway history, and learn about the rich corporate 

knowledge surrounding ropeways.  In order to resolve this concern, and after 

assuring that it would fit into the mission and scope of the School and the Library, the 

Center was created. 

 
Growth of the Center 
Chuck’s working library of theory, design, regulation, operation, and history of 

ropeway systems provided the backbone of the Center.  Because of the University’s 

history with the mining industry and material tramways at the turn of the century, the 

Arthur Lakes Library of the Colorado School of Mines added historical depth to the 

Center.  Additional historical information was gleaned primarily from the Russell L. 

and Lyn Wood Mining History Archive.  Current collection development for the 

Ropeway collection includes newly published information on recreational and 

industrial ropeways, manufacturing methods and materials of various components, 

and appropriate areas of steel research and mining technology. 

 

An online database was created to describe the Center’s holdings.  When the 

database became available on the Internet, the world began to knock on the door.  
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First, in 1992, OITAF-NACS (International Organization for Transportation by Rope, 

North American Continental Section) began to support the Center by providing 

funding for journal subscriptions.  OITAF-NACS support has continued every year 

since then.  Second, other collections began to arrive:  for instance, a collection of 

materials, mostly manufacturers’ catalogs, came from Robert Diener, a talented and 

much sought-after rope splicer; materials and computer programs from Vernon 

Kelsey, a mathematician who worked on catenary equations; the working library of 

Casper Meals, a wire rope engineer, was given by his son William D. Meals; and the 

project files of Bob Heron, ropeway engineer, included information from the 10th 

Mountain Division’s use of ropeways during WWII as well as information about some 

of the first ski lifts in Colorado, the Rocky Mountains, and other parts of the United 

States.  The Arthur Lakes Library, although a small library, is very fortunate to have a 

trained preservationist on staff.  Some of these materials were deacidified, brought to 

the proper humidity level, and mended to extend their use.   

 

A beloved member of the ropeway industry, Bob Ficker, general manager of the Palm 

Springs Aerial Tramway and a rope splicer, passed away suddenly and his family 

designated the Center for bequests.  Generous memorials in honor and memory of 

Bob Ficker supported: travel to conferences for presentation of papers highlighting 

the Center, room appointment and equipment upgrades, and increased technology 

support for the Center.   

 

In 2005, individuals from OITAF-NACS pledged personal monetary gifts or corporate 

funds to endow the Ropeway Center.  This endowment fund was established for the 

purpose of providing support for the Information Center for Ropeway Studies in 

perpetuity.  The amount of funds released for current use is determined according to 

the guidelines of the CSM Foundation’s spending policy each year.  The payout rate 

as of the date of the original agreement was 5.25%.  Excess earned income is added 

to the principal so the fund continues to grow.  Over $39,000 was received from 

these individuals.  OITAF-NACS petitioned OITAF for the remaining funding to raise 

the endowment to $50,000 and O.I.T.A.F. funds were received in January 2006.   
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State grant money and some Colorado School of Mines funding allowed digitization 

of unique historical photographs, some of which are ropeway-related.  Without these 

additional funds, projects to explore the potentials of digitization are difficult to get off 

the ground.  These funds, as well as other gifts, keep the Center vibrant.   

 

Uniqueness of the Information Center 

The Information Center for Ropeway Studies is the only specialized ropeway 

collection in the U.S.  The Center’s collection has grown to include more than 4,000 

items on the history, theory, design, and operation of ropeway systems.  It holds 

approximately 500 monographs, including handbooks, technical reports, symposia, 

conference proceedings, and manuscripts.  The Center has 28 serial titles, including 

nine active subscriptions, a manufacturers’ catalog file, and a reprint file. It also 

houses videos, slides and photographs. E-mail messages arrive from around the 

world with questions regarding ropeway information.  The individuals asking these 

questions will probably never have the opportunity to walk in the door of the Arthur 

Lakes Library to use the Center; however, they are able to walk through the Center’s 

virtual door. 

 

At the time the Center was established, significant developments were occurring in 

information technology that allowed users to access library information databases via 

the Internet.  Such online catalogs provide a searchable interface where users can 

identify materials of interest.  The Center’s book and serial titles are publicly 

accessible in the Library’s conventional online catalog, CATALYST, at 

http://catalyst.coalliance.org.  The collection is physically accessible to the public and 

photocopies are provided through interlibrary loan services.  Reference Librarians are 

available to assist users in discovery and access. 

 

The ROPEWAY Database 
One priority of the Center is to have ropeway information accessible in greater detail 

than a conventional online catalog typically provides.  As a consequence, in the early 

1990’s, a specialized ROPEWAY Database was developed. This database contained 

highly detailed citations describing materials found not only at the CSM Information 
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Center for Ropeway Studies, but also ropeway systems collections at other locations.  

Distinctive sub-collections added to the database since its creation include the 

longest journal run of Internationale Seilbahn Rundschau at any U.S. library, early 

shop drawings of material tramways from the A. Leschen & Sons Rope Company, 

full-text articles from The Engineering and Mining Journal, and a selection of lantern 

slides of ropeways from the turn of the century. 

 

In 2002, the ROPEWAY Database was converted to a state of the art library 

information system (a product called “Voyager”).  Benefits of this conversion include 

enhanced search and discovery functions, and the capacity to provide hyperlinks to 

external documents and other online resources. The new system standardizes the 

data into an internationally accepted format, which ensures the long-term existence 

of the information and facilitates the importation of records from recognized sources. 

 

The ROPEWAY Database is a bibliographic database of ropeway systems, covering 

journal articles, symposia and conference proceedings, books, reports, handbooks, 

manufacturers’ catalogs, and any print or media information publicly available.  As 

indicated previously, ROPEWAY Database records present far more depth and 

breadth than the data found in the Library’s conventional on-line catalog. The 

database provides the user with enhanced records that containing abstracts, expert-

assigned keywords, some full-text articles, comprehensive conference information, 

and other information that allow for precise searching and exact identification.   

 

Searching the ROPEWAY Database from your Desk 

To begin a search, go to http://ropeway.coalliance.org and use one of two search 

tabs: Basic Search or Custom Search.    

 

To perform a Basic Search, specify the search terms and the type of search 

(keyword, author browse, title browse or subject browse) in the dialog boxes.  Use 

the Basic Search tab to 

• Search by the item’s exact title or by the first few words of the title 
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• Browse by an author's list of works or by subject heading 

• Generate a relevancy ranked listing 

• Combine search terms using Boolean operators 

 

A Custom Search locates records using keywords positioned in specific fields such 

as author, subject or title field, or anywhere in the record. Use the Custom Search tab 

to 

• Search for keywords within a title when the title is not precisely known 

• Combine different fields in a search such as author and title, or author and 

subject 

Search Results 
Most searches result in a list of titles that meet the search specifications.  The 

exception is author and subject browse searches from the Basic Search tab, which 

result in browse lists.  In the case of title lists, the user can click on the hyper-linked 

list entry to go directly to an item record.  In the case of browse lists, the number of 

titles associated with each name or subject is displayed in a heading “entry.”  Users 

can drill down through these entries to view item records. 

 

Item Records 
Individual item records can be displayed in Citation or Staff View.  Citation View 

provides all the information associated with the record, including: author, title, 

subject, language, meeting information and abstract.  Some fields are hyper-linked.  

Clicking on a hyperlink leads to other similar records (if the hyperlink is an author or 

subject), or to the on-line resource (if one is available).  Staff View provides the 

record in database format and is used by librarians. 

 

Search Limits 
If a search results in too many titles, the optional “Quick Date Limits” drop-down box 

or the “Set Limits” button can be used to limit searches by publication date or by 

language. 
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Output Options 
Multiple records from a title list can be selected and e-mailed, saved to disk, or 

printed using the “Save Options” dialog box at the bottom of the screen. The user can 

also print, save or e-mail a single item record. 

 

Search History 
The search history is a record of the searches performed during a session.  The user 

can edit and/or resubmit earlier searches from this list. To view session searches, 

click on the “History” button at the top of the screen. 

 

Need Help? 
At any time click on the “Help” button at the top of the screen.   

 

Further Database Developments 

A benefit of the migration of the ROPEWAY Database to the Voyager system, not 

mentioned previously, is that the software is constantly being improved.  At least 

once a year a new version of Voyager is released.  The quality of the interface will 

continue to improve with new features and functions.  Additional access to Center 

holdings occurred in 2004, when records that are in the library’s main database were 

loaded into a Union Catalog of over 20 U.S. libraries in Colorado and Wyoming.  

Complementing the information in the ROPEWAY Database, hundreds of 

photographs and slides held by the Arthur Lakes Library and related to ropeway 

studies are being digitized, described and added to the Arthur Lakes Library’s Image 

Database (http://csmphotos.coalliance.org). 

 

The Ropeway Center Website 
The Center’s website (http://www.mines.edu/library/ropeway) includes informational 

documents, like “About Ropeways,” digitized photographs of early materials 

ropeways, a listing of relevant dissertations from the United States and abroad, news 
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about upcoming conferences, access to and a user guide for the ROPEWAY 

Database, and a page soliciting materials donations. 

 

Alliance Opportunities 
We believe O.I.P.E.E.C. is concerned about the ability to preserve the history of the 

professional society as well as organize and present the progress, discoveries, and 

knowledge of the various disciplines pertaining to the endurance of wire rope.  In 

addition, O.I.P.E.E.C. is interested in the storage and preservation of the information 

appropriate to this discipline.  The Ropeway Center would like its collection to include 

more items on the wire rope itself and, to that end, would be very interested in 

assuring a collection of O.I.P.E.E.C. publications are represented in at least one 

American university.  Retrospective and current bibliographic records of O.I.P.E.E.C. 

publications would be placed in the ROPEWAY Database, thereby providing one 

more opportunity for researchers to find citations.  If the Management Committee or 

O.I.P.E.E.C. membership has any concerns about the provision of document delivery 

to interested researchers, an agreement could be put in place so both partners of the 

alliance are in accord.    

 

Additionally, the Arthur Lakes Library is one of the few remaining libraries with a 

trained preservationist on staff.  Deacidification, humidity control, mending, 

encapsulation are tasks that are accomplished every day, thereby allowing the 

collection to be used by researchers into the future.  The technology and expertise for 

digitization are continuing to develop.  We do not consider digitization of documents 

to be a preservation measure; rather it is a tool to assist in timely delivery to the 

desktop. 

 

Whether O.I.P.E.E.C. forms this sort of alliance with the Arthur Lakes Library or some 

other library, archive, or entity, begin now.  Access to the critical work that 

O.I.P.E.E.C. accomplishes is important to the world. 
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