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Duncan Historical Context

Historical Context

Duncan’s location along the Gila River made it a refuge for Native American settlement and life.
Pre-historic cultures such as the Anasazi inhabited the area until around 1000 to 1290 C.E. before
the population was likely forced to leave or perish due to severe droughts. In the modern era, the
area has been the site of artifact findings including pottery, arrowheads, and burial sites.

In the late 1800s, stage and freight stations as well as military outposts began appearing along
the Gila River as settlers came from the East. In the 1870s the Town of Purdy was established on
the north bank of the river and served as a way station on a railhead that connected Clifton with
Silver Town, New Mexico. Years later, as more people began working and living in the area, the
town was moved to the south bank of the river and renamed “Duncan” after Duncan Smith who
managed the Arizona Copper Company.

After rail was established, the area bloomed as both an important shipping route as well as fertile
land ripe for cultivation. Into the 1970s though, the arrival of the new Interstate 10 to the south
caused the rail shipping industry to decline in the area. Duncan has remained a small farming and
ranching community and, more recently, has invested heavily in reinvigorating its downtown and
becoming a rural destination to attract tourists the Southwest.

Historical Attractions
The Simpson Hotel

The Simpson Hotel was originally built in 1914 and was called the Hotel Hobbs. By 1922, the
hotel had been sold to Thomas Simpson and the hotel has borne the iconic “Simpson Hotel”
painted sign across the front ever since.

Located along Main Street, the hotel saw its heyday in the 1940s. Duncan was prospering as a
railway and agricultural center as well as supporting local gold and silver mines. The hotel has
small rooms with single-bulb lights and fireplaces. Guests of all kinds came to stay in the Simpson
Hotel from miners to engineers, teachers, and long-term residents. Over time, as the town
suffered the loss of rail traffic and local work dried up the hotel saw a decline. After being flooded
in 1978, the new owners of the Simpson Hotel began renovating the hotel in 2006 and opened its
doors in 2007. The hotel remains a staple of the community as has hosted guests from 5
continents and countless more countries.
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Figure 2. Simpson Hotel

The Duncan Theater

The Duncan Theater is a historical building located in downtown Duncan that has been closed
for some time. The theater underwent flooding in 1972 that required the owners to put great
effort into removing the muck that was left by the floodwaters. Unfortunately, the theater was
flooded again in 1979 and, die to the force of the water bowing out the walls, the ceiling
collapsed. The former owners decided the repair was not worth the effort and the theater was
left sitting for decades.

The theater was sold to the Town of Duncan for $400 around 2019. A local volunteer worked to
restore the building and the Town Council decided to compensate her for her work after she
made significant progress. Since then, the Town of Duncan has been seeking an engineer to
evaluate the property and see if the building itself can be salvaged or if it should be torn down
and turned into something new.

Circulation
Arizona State Route 75

State Route 75 is a major roadway in eastern Arizona, primarily connecting the Town of Duncan
to the Town of Clifton. SR 75 was designated as a state highway between Duncan and Clifton in
1932. In 1935, the route was solely a gravel road, but by 1938, the southern half had been paved.
However, the northern half remained a gravel road. The highway was shortened to its present
northern terminus when U.S. Route 666 (now U.S. Route 191) was relocated to an alignment
further south. Today, the route is entirely paved and sees traffic from eastern Arizona and western
New Mexico.



U.S. Route 70 East

U.S. Route 70 (US 70), also known as the Old West Highway, is an east-west U.S. Highway in
the U.S. state of Arizona. The current route starts at US 60 in Globe and runs through the San
Carlos Indian Reservation, Safford and Duncan into New Mexico near Virden. In Arizona, US 70
passes through mostly isolated hilly and mountainous terrain largely paralleling the course of
the Gila River and the Arizona Eastern Railway.

Greyhound Bus Route

Greyhound Lines, Inc. is an American operator of intertown bus services. Greyhound operates
the largest intertown bus network in the United States. Based in Dallas, Texas, Greyhound is a
subsidiary of Flix SE, owner of FlixBus. Greyhound operates 1,700 coaches and serves 230
stations and 1,700 destinations. Greyhound serves the Town of Duncan with a station located at
Hotel Duncan.

Arizona Eastern Railway

The Arizona Eastern Railway (reporting mark AZER) is a Class Ill railroad that operates 206 miles
(332 km) of railroad between Clifton, Arizona, and Miami, Arizona, in the United States. This
includes trackage rights over the Union Pacific Railroad between Lordsburg, New Mexico,
and Bowie, Arizona. The railroad serves the copper mining region of southeastern Arizona, and
the agricultural Gila River Valley. The railroad offers a transload location for lumber, building
materials and other consumer commodities at Globe, Arizona, and can handle railcars weighing
up to 286,000Ibs. The Town of Duncan is one of the many municipalities connected to the Arizona
Eastern Railway and it remains an important freight route.

Physical and Geographical Characteristics

Geographical Composition

Location and Regional Context

Duncan is in the Gila River valley, four miles west of the Arizona—New Mexico border. The town
limits are on both sides of the Gila River, but the primary portion of the town and the entire
downtown area lies on the south side of the river. The total land area of the Town is 2.15 square
miles. Duncan is accessible by three main roadways: U.S. Route 70, State Route 75 and the
Virden Highway. Duncan is about 167 miles northeast from Tucson, 205 miles from Phoenix and
130 miles north from the United States-Mexico border.

The regional context may vary depending on the time of the year but Duncan is characterized by
its location along the Gila River, surrounded by scenic mountains, historic mining sites, and
cottonwood trees.



Topography

Duncan sits at around 3,600 feet elevation with
mild variations, lower than the nearby mountain
ranges to the north and Mount Graham to the
west. Duncan is located in a natural basin
between mountain formations, nearby the
Madrean Sky Islands. The area is rich in minerals,
with historical gold, silver mines, copper, lead, and
iron mines dotting the landscape, both at the
surface and underground.

Figure 3. Mount Graham

Climate

Duncan has a semi-arid climate with large diurnal temperature fluctuations. The summers see
less extreme temperatures than the Phoenix valley, but highs still reach 95 -100° F. However,
nights in the summer are much milder with lows in the 50°s and 60°s. The winter months bring
cooler temperatures, with highs around 60° F
and lows in the 20%s and 30%s. Duncan has a
dry climate with minimal rainfall that usually
occurs during the monsoon season between
June and December. The average annual
rainfall is 11.8 inches. That being said,
Duncan’s location along the Gila River makes
it vulnerable to flooding that can result from
snowmelt in the mountains.

Figure 4. Gila River

Watershed

Gila River

The Gila River is a 649-mile-long tributary of the Colorado River flowing through New
Mexico and Arizona in the United States. The river drains an arid watershed of nearly 60,000
square miles that lies mostly within the U.S., but also extends into northern Sonora, Mexico.

The Gila River has its source in western New Mexico, in Sierra County on the western slopes of
the Continental Divide in the Black Range. It flows southwest through the Gila National Forest,
the Gila Wilderness, and Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, then westward into Arizona,
past the town of Safford (near Duncan). After flowing along the southern slope of the Gila



Mountains in Graham County through a series of canyons, the Gila is impounded by Coolidge
Dam in San Carlos Lake south of Peridot.

It emerges from the mountains into the valley southeast of Phoenix, Arizona, where it crosses
the Gila River Indian Reservation as an intermittent stream due to large irrigation diversions,
primarily at the Hayden Ashurst Diversion Dam. Well west of Phoenix, the river bends sharply
southward along the Gila Bend Mountains, then it swings westward again near the town of Gila
Bend. It flows southwestward between the Gila Mountainsto the south and the
Laguna and Muggins ranges to the north in Yuma County, and finally it empties into the Colorado
at Yuma, Arizona. The Gila has a tributary
called the San Francisco that joins the river
above the Town of Stafford and stretches for
approximately 159 miles.

Groundwater

The source of groundwater for the Duncan
area is the Gila River aquifer. It provides the
Town with drinking water and the surrounding
agricultural areas with supplemental irrigation
water. The depth to water in the alluvium along
the floodplain ranges from abut 8 to more than
60 feet below the land surface. A review of =
U.S.G.S records for the Gila River Basin e |
indicated that groundwater resources would be  Figure 5. Mesquite Tree
adequate well into the foreseeable future.

Ecological Surroundings and Natural Resources

Vegetation

The vegetative communities found in the Duncan area are predominately grasslands and desert
shrub consisting of shrubs, yucca, cacti, herbs, and some trees. Areas near the Gila River provide
an excellent example of a Desert Riparian Community where scattered cottonwood, willow,
sycamore, and mesquite trees grow in dense thickets of water motie and arrow weed. In some
permanently wet or salty areas, salt grass, seepweed, chamiza, water-tolerant grasses, and tules
grow. The alluvial plains away from the River’s edge support a rather complex and varied
association of plants including mesquite, creosote bush, black gramma, bush muhly, mescat
acacia, and a number of flowering annuals.




Soils

There are five (5) soil types within the Duncan area. There are Pima
Silty Clay Loam, Torrifluvents-Riverwash Complex, Glendale-Gila
Complex, Tres Hermanos-Continental-Nickel Complex, and
Calciorthids and Torriorthents.

The Pima Silty Clay Loam soils are found adjacent to the river both
within the outside the floodplain. This soil unit is well suited for both
irrigated crops and pasture. It is also suitable for homesite
development but consideration should be given to shrink-well
potential and low soil strength.

The Torrifluvejts-Riverwash Complex is located primarily within the Figure 6. Arrow Weed Flower
floodplain and extends into the Whitfield Wash. It is very permeable
soil with stratified layers of sand and gravel.

The Glendale-Gila Complex is found in the Hunter Estates area. It is deep and well-drained soil
with moderate permeability. It is well suited for both irrigated croplands and homesite
development.

The Calciorthids and Torriothents have severe building limitations due to their slow permeability,
high shrink-swell potential, low soil strength, and steep slope. These soils are confined primarily
to slopes in the southwest section of Duncan.

The Tres Hermanos-Continental-Nickel Complex soils are located in the hilly areas to the
southeast of Duncan. Associated limitations for home site development are steepness of slope
and shrink-swell potential.

Demographics

Population and Growth

Duncan has remained a small town for the duration of its
history. The population peaked around 1930 with 1,090
residents. The population decreased in the years following
and then again experienced growth between 1990 and 2000,
reaching around 800 residents. Since World War I, Duncan’s
population has fluctuated greatly with the employment levels
of the copper mines in the Clifton/Morenci area.

Figure 7. Duncan gathering

According to the American Community Survey (ACS)
demographic estimate, the Town of Duncan had a population of approximately 1,063 people. Most
residents are female at 58% and 42% male. The population is majority white alone, at



approximately 60%. The next largest ethnic group are Hispanics at around 33%. The median age
is 35 years, with people aged 10-19 making up the largest single age group.

Housing

Housing Occupancy

There are about 430 housing units in the Town of Duncan, according to the 2020 Decennial
Census. 83% of units are occupied and 17% are vacant. 55% of units are occupied by their
owners and 45% are renter occupied. The vast majority of homes are single unit detached units,
with multi-unit homes making up the second largest hosing type. The median value of owner-
occupied housing is $159,200, higher than average in Greenlee County.

Economic Development

Greenlee County has historically derived
most of its income from copper mining and
smelting activities associated with the
former Phelps Dodge Corporation in the
Clifton/Morenci area. In addition, agriculture
has significantly contributed to the
economic base.

The Town of Duncan, which is the principal
agricultural area of Greenlee County, derives
much of its income from serving the needs of surrounding farms. Although the principal crop is
cotton, other crops such as grain, potatoes, and melons are also grown. Cattle ranches and dairy
farms also play an important role in the valley’s economy. Retail trade establishments serve the
needs of surrounding farms and ranches and travelers within the area provide a steady source of
employment within Duncan. The primary public employer within the Duncan area is the Duncan
Unified School District, which also serves an extensive area beyond the Town'’s corporate limits,
and Greenlee County.

Figure 8. Duncan bakery

Land Use
Existing Land Use

Existing land use patterns are characterized on the following Generalized Land Use maps. These
maps designate commercial, residential, and public/quasi-public land uses.

The maps indicate that the area along Highway 70 serves as a concentrated and cohesive
commercial district. Other areas to Town include commercial use, although this is mixed with other
land uses (residential and public).



The existing residential areas include some small neighborhood commercial businesses as well

as some small family agricultural plots.

Schools

Duncan Unified School District #1 consists of a Kindergarten & Primary School, Elementary
School, Junior High School and a High School. In 2023 the student enroliment for the district was
395 students. The high school currently serves as a major recreation facility with sports fields
and courts and provides most of the Town’s open space area. The high school is contiguous to a

commercial area located along Highway 70.

Parks and Open Space

Duncan has three (3) public parks including
Centennial Park on Highway 70, Veterans Park on
Skyline Drive next to the Duncan Public Pool and
Packer Park located on Main Street. Centennial
Park provides open space and trails as well as a
playground and gazebo with shade and seating
areas and a parking lot. Veterans Park provides
residents with a ramada and seating areas as well
as a retired jet model, a community pool, a

Figure 9. Duncan Veterans Park

playground, parking areas and restrooms and is planned for a future skate park, pickleball court
and a volleyball court. Packer Park consists of some seating and grassy areas with lighting and

picnic tables with large native trees.

CONSTRUCTION NOTES:

SWING SETS TO REMAIN.

BY TOWN.

DETAIL 222 TYPE '8".

FOR POSITIVE DRAINAGE.

(1) REMOVE EXISTING CURB (140 LF)

(2) REMOVE AND REPLACE PLAYGROUND
EQUIPMENT PER OWNER SPECIFICATIONS.

(3) INSTALL METAL SHADE STRUCTURE
30'X35' BY MULLER OR SIMILAR.
STYLE AND COLOR TO BE APPROVED

INSTALL CURB PER MAG STANDARD

(5) INSTALL COMPACTED AB, CONCRETE
FLOOR, SYNTHETIC TILE PLAYGROUND
SAFETY SURFACING IN ACCORDANCE
WITH DETAIL B. CONCRETE FLOOR TO
BE GENTLY SLOPED TO DRAIN GRATE.
SLOPES NOT TO EXCEED 1%

INSTALL 4" SDR 35 DRAIN PIPE PER
DETAIL B. INSTALL 12"X12" NDS CATCH
BASIN UNDER TILES. FLAT PERFORATED
GRATE TO BE AFFIXED ON OUTLET PIPE.

EXCAVATE END OF PIPE TO DAYLIGHT ? o

)




Park Improvements VETERANS PARK PROJECT

There are a number of improvements and updates 7 = - BRER

being made to the three Duncan parks. Veterans
Park will see the most updates with pickleball and
volleyball courts being installed. A metal shade
structure will be constructed as approved by the
Town. Concrete sidewalks and bench foundations
will be laid for pedestrians. Centennial Park will
receive a metal shade structure and replaced
playground equipment. Additional changes will be
made in both Centennial and Veterans parks to
remove and replace curbs, improve drainage, and
install safe ground surfacing material. Veterans Park
will see the highly anticipated addition of a
skatepark for the local community.

Greenlee County Fairgrounds are located directly
outside of the Town limits but in close proximity
making them attraction for the Town residents and
visitors as well.

The Duncan Public Library also provides

opportunities for public computer use, meeting 1 - ; ‘.pmm(;'l_o;;&[;_
. . : N TS .~ SEE SHEET 5
spaces, GED pretesting, a summer reading program u WK . 2N

as well as a 24-hour book drop.



Current Zoning

The Town of Duncan currently has four main zoning categories: Commercial Zone (C), Duncan
Residential Zone (DR), Industrial Zone (l) and Public Zone (P).

Duncan Residential (DR)

Effective February 11, 2003 the former
Duncan residential zone, the new area
residential zone and the new area mobile
residential zone have been combined into
one Duncan residential zone. The Duncan
residential zone covers the original townsite
of the Town of Duncan and all annexed
properties, including, but not limited to; (1)
the Hunter Estates area (annexed 1974); (2)
the Duncan Heights senior citizens
apartments (annexed 1983); (3) the LDS
Church area annexation (annexed 1983);
and (4) the Babbitt Heights area (subdivided

S

Figure 10. Duncan subdivision

1980).

The original Duncan townsite is characterized by small fifty by one-hundred-foot (50’ x 100’) lots
and a mixture of residential uses, mobile homes, apartments and conventional single-family
dwellings on spacious lots. Apartments, townhouses, and other multifamily dwellings will be
permitted in the annexation areas as a “conditional use”, with the recommendation of the Planning
and Zoning Commission and the Approval by the Board of Adjustment, where an adequate
community sewer and water system is provided. Mobile home parks will be permitted in these
annexation areas as a “conditional use”, with the recommendation of the Planning and Zoning
Commission and the approval by the Board of Adjustment, where an adequate community sewer
and water system is provided. New housing is encouraged to locate out of the Gila River flood
plain.

The minimum lot size shall be five thousand (5,000) square feet. Where a private well and septic
tank are to be uses, the minimum lot size shall be one acre, excluding easements. When a private
well is to be used in conjunction with a community water system, the minimum lot size shall be
one half acre, excluding easements. Where the lot is to be served by both a community water and
sewer system, the minimum lot size shall be ten thousand (10,000) square feet.

Commercial (C)

This zone covers Duncan’s present downtown and highway commercial district. This also includes
any additional areas outside of the flood plain which would be attractive to new businesses
needed in the community. According to the Town of Duncan’s revises Town Code, “The zone has
been established to facilitate the attractive, efficient and profitable operation of the normal retail,



financial, personal service and tourist establishments. A mix of businesses, residential
development and open space along U.S. 70 is encouraged. The commercial “strip zoning” of the
entire length of U.S. 70 is discouraged. The keeping of livestock or related crop and livestock
processing facilities is prohibited.

Industrial (1)

The industrial zone covers those areas within the Town and outside the floodplain that would be
best suited for warehousing, light manufacturing, commercial, and industrial use. The primary
objectives of this zone are to (1) separate industrial from residential uses and (2) promote the
economic wellbeing of the community. All uses permitted in Commercial are permitted in Industrial
except motels, hotels, places of worship, hospitals, schools, day-care nurseries, nightclubs, beer,
wine and spiritous liquor dispensing establishments, food retailing firms, and residential uses.

Public (P)

This zone shall cover any public entity or
facility, including, but not limited to, the
following: cemeteries, places of worship,
historical buildings/sites, libraries, schools,
senior citizen facilities, public utilities, sports
facilities, government facilities and parks.

Figure 11. Duncan senior center



Background and Current Conditions Summary

An enduring community, the Town of Duncan has a rich history spanning over 100 years. Duncan
has confronted challenges head on such as changing economic drivers to flooding from the
powerful Gila River. When looking forward to Duncan’s future, it is important to have a clear
understanding of Duncan’s past and present.

The information included in this report informs the Town staff, council members and other advisory
members during the visioning process, goals, policy framework, and implementation measures
included in the Town of Duncan General Plan Update.
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