Historical
Commission

11/9/18

Historic Mountain Ranching in Jefferson County
The low cost of land attracted homesteaders to the
steep, rocky land slopes of Jefferson County’s western
mountains. The short growing season made mountain
ranching marginally profitable, and ranchers often had to
supplement their incomes from other sources.
Cattle ranching was a prime industry. Hay was a leading
crop by the 1900s, providing feed for freight animals and
beef and dairy cattle. Farming was limited to cool-weather
crops and root vegetables, such as potatoes, turnips,
lettuce, spinach, and peas, sold to neighboring residents
or to summer hotels at Evergreen and Buffalo Creek.
The ranch buildings that remain today are testimony
to the rugged people who settled in the western
mountains of Jefferson County.

Cattle ranching

Mountain agriculture consisted
primarily of cattle ranching. At
one time open range extended
along the Front Range from
Mount Evans south to Pikes
Peak. Ranching required
expansive land holdings
because 35 to 40 acres were
needed to raise a cow.

Rodeo at Beaver Ranch west of Conifer Fourth of July, 1904 -Denver Public Library

Creek valleys and high country
meadows proved ideal for stock
raising. Ranchers also cleared forested
land to raise hay and graze cattle.
Some increased their grazing acreage
by leasing land from the railroads and
the federal government. Cattle herds
were driven to markets in Denver and
Littleton or transported by rail or truck
to the Denver stockyards.

Berrien Ranch near Evergreen, one of many mountain ranches that logged the timber stands.
-Jefferson County Historical Society

Supplemental activities

Ranchers often supplemented their income with diverse
activities. Into the early 1900s, ranchers in Golden Gate
and along present-day U.S. 285 ran stage stops and inns to
generate extra income. Others rented out visitors’ cabins,
launching
Jefferson County’s tourism industry. Some ranchers worked
off the ranch on county road crews in the National Forests or
at summer hotels.
Logging and saw milling became a secondary industry, with
many ranches selling timber for railroad ties, fence posts,
mine support timbers, and firewood. Some also harvested
Christmas trees and sold boughs for wreaths and garlands.

Rudin Ranch in Kerr Gulch northwest of Kittredge was operated
by the Rudin family for nearly 50 years -Carole Cardon

Immigrant settlers

Many ranchers in western Jefferson County immigrated
from Scandinavian countries or from Canada. They came
in hopes of acquiring free land by homesteading. Swedish
immigrants included the Anderson, Christenson, Elmgreen,
Erikson, Kerr, and Johnson families, who settled in the
Evergreen area. In the 1870s, Canadians came to Evergreen
and Buffalo Creek during the logging days, and then stayed
to establish ranches.
The prevalence of Swedish settlers between Kittredge
and El Rancho earned this area the name of Swede Gulch.
Several Swedish immigrants settled along North Turkey
Creek. The Phillips-Tallman Ranch in Golden Gate Canyon
is listed in the National Register for its association with
Swedish settlers.
Yellow barn at Conifer -Cathleen Norman

Central and southern mountains

Skankee-Gruchy Ranch on Gap Road near the Jefferson-Gilpin county line
-Carole Cardon

Mount Vernon Canyon supported a number of ranches. The largest
and longest operating was the Ralston Ranch, which was demolished
for construction of I-70 in the 1970s.
Several dozen ranches operated around Conifer. Pleasant Park,
southeast of Conifer, was first known as Hay Claim Park because of
the mountain grasses that grew there. Probably the best known ranch
building in Conifer is the Yellow Barn on State Highway 73, about one
mile north of U.S. 285.
Large ranches developed in the southern mountains. The Swan
Hereford Ranch along the North Fork of the South Platte River south of
Pine is listed in the National Register of Historic Places.

Evergreen area

Kolin Ranch in Golden Gate Canyon vicinity -Carole Cardon

The Evergreen area supported a number of ranching operations in
creek valleys and mountain meadows. Raising garden crops was
hampered by browsing wildlife, especially after elk were introduced to
the Mount Evans area from Wyoming in 1917.
One of the largest operations was the Evans Ranch that straddled
the Jefferson-Clear Creek County line. Part of it is now the Outdoor
Laboratory for Jefferson County school district sixth graders. Today,
many historic ranches have been developed as housing subdivisions.
Others have been preserved as Jefferson County Open Space
properties.

Northern Mountains

Ranchers in the northern mountains produced beef, dairy
products, and root vegetables which they sold at markets in
Black Hawk and Central City. Within a decade, the demand
shrank after the Colorado Central Railroad expanded into the
mining district bringing food and supplies from Golden and
Denver. Ranching in the northern mountains was difficult
because of the steep, rugged terrain. Many homesteaders
quit their claims, unable to make a living on the land.
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Cattle drive in downtown Evergreen, early 1900s -Jefferson County Historical Society

