11/9/18

Historical
Commission

Historic Farming and Ranching on the Plains of Jefferson County
The rolling plains and creek valleys of east Jefferson County have

supported farming and ranching predominately from the 1860s through the
1950s. The fertile soil and irrigable land along Ralston Creek, Clear Creek, Bear
Creek, and the South Platte River sustained grain fields, vegetable crops, fruit
orchards, and dairy farms. Prairie grasses also provided rangeland for cattle.

Agriculture is no longer a leading local industry. Many former

farms and ranch lands have been developed as residential neighborhoods
and commercial centers. The scattered farmhouses, barns, silos, cattle corrals,
and irrigation ditches that still remain are a legacy of this early chapter in
Jefferson County history.

Scattered farmhouses remain from the county’s early agricultural days.
-Cathleen Norman

meadows, grain fields, fruit orchards, and
vegetable crops.
During the 1890s, landowners and ditch
companies began building small reservoirs
to store and ditches to divert water for
agricultural purposes. The state authorized
land owners to form irrigation districts in
1901. The ditches remain today. In some
parts of the county, they are the only evidence of agriculture, which was a leading
Jefferson County industry for nearly a
century.

Hay

Elwood Easley’s Orchard Home east of Golden was one of the county’s top fruit producers in the late 1800s.
-circa 1880 Golden area newspaper

Agricultural settlement

Jefferson County was first settled
during the Gold Rush of 1859 – 1861.
Little gold was found in the county,
but newcomers soon realized they
could profit by supplying food to
the mountain mining districts. By
the late 1860s most land in eastern
Jefferson County had been taken
up by homestead claims or Civil War
patents. Early cultivation was difficult
because of lack of water and rainfall.
Soon, farming and ranching were
aided by the irrigation ditches that
crisscrossed the plains and shortgrass prairie.

At one time hay was the county’s major
crop. Through the early 1900s, farmers
raised hay as fodder for dairy and beef cattle and feed for the horses and mules that
pulled wagons and stagecoaches through
the county.

Irrigation

Irrigation was crucial to farming
and ranching in eastern Jefferson County. David K. Wall first
introduced irrigation to Colorado’s Front Range in 1859. Wall
cultivated barley at his farm in
Golden, watering crops with a
ditch built from Clear Creek.
Jefferson County farmers and
ranchers organized companies
to construct ditches and canals,
typically using ox-drawn implements and dynamite. Ditches
from nearly a dozen creeks
watered grazing pastures, hay

Farmhouse in Fairmount -Cathleen Norman

as the Van Gordon Dairy Farm and the
Peterson Farm. These were vacated and
demolished in 1982 when the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers dammed Bear Creek.
The Peterson farmhouse was moved to
Lakewood’s Heritage Center.
Poultry was a major industry, especially in
Lakewood, where chickens, turkeys, and
ducks were hatched and raised from chicks
to marketable age. The Willow Springs
turkey ranch was located southeast of the
entrance to Turkey Creek Canyon. Many
rural county residents also had small backyard poultry operations.

Former Lowry Poultry Farm in Fairmount -Cathleen Norman

Grain fields, fruit orchards,
and vegetable crops

Farms and ranches grew around the
edges of Golden, Arvada, and Wheat
Ridge. Arvada became an agricultural hub,
and wheat, corn, oats, and barley from
surrounding farms were processed at the
Arvada Flour Mill.
The Clear Creek Valley east of Golden was
renowned for its fruit farms. Producers of
apples, cherries, grapes, and berries organized the Jefferson County Fruit Growers
in 1892.
Vegetable farms were common on the
eastern plains. Crops included root vegetables, tomatoes, peppers, squash, cabbage,
corn, cauliflower, lettuce, and Pascal celery.

Arvada and Wheat Ridge had a nationwide
reputation for trenched Pascal celery, as
well as carnations.
During World War II, rising labor costs
caused a decline in vegetable farmers.
The area became residential, although Fairmount northeast of Golden still contains
several farm properties. Historic farmhouses are also scattered elsewhere in the
eastern part of the county.

Dairy and poultry farms

Dairy farms in Jefferson County produced
milk, eggs, and other dairy products,
which in the early days were delivered
by horse and wagon to private homes. A
number of dairy farms flourished in the
Bear Creek Valley east of Morrison, such

Buckman Place, 9600 Indiana Street -Cathleen
Norman

Cattle ranches

The vast unsettled acreage in northeast
and southeast Jefferson County sustained
several expansive cattle ranches. The
Church Ranch extended from Old Wadsworth Boulevard northwest to Highway
93. Much of the Church family’s ranch land
was condemned and developed as Rocky
Flats Plant in the late 1950s. The Church
ranch house is now a Colorado Centennial
Farm and a Jefferson County Landmark.

In south Jefferson County, John C.
Shaffer, owner of the Rocky Mountain
News, developed the Ken-Caryl Ranch.
He acquired the property in 1914 and
established a 10,000-acre operation
lying between the foothills and the
hogback. The ranch was developed as
a residential subdivision beginning in
the 1970s. The Shaffer residence is now
the Manor House restaurant and the
Ken-Caryl barns are part of the subdivision’s equestrian center.
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