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Introduction
Colorado’s history is as breathtaking and complex as its rugged peaks and sweeping
plains. Often called the “Centennial State” in honor of its admission to the Union in
1876, a hundred years after the Declaration of Independence, Colorado occupies a
unique and pivotal place in the broader story of North America. For millennia, it has
been shaped by the movements and interactions of diverse peoples, by epic ambitions
and hard-fought struggles, and by the relentless forces of nature that have
tested—and inspired—its inhabitants.

Long before any European mapped its rivers or claimed its valleys, Colorado was home
to Native American societies whose profound relationship with the land defined the
region. From the marvels of Ancestral Puebloan cliff dwellings to the rich traditions of
the Ute, Arapaho, Cheyenne, and other tribes, the state’s Indigenous history reveals
deep knowledge, resilience, and adaptation. These original stewards navigated
drought, migration, and isolation while developing unique ways to thrive in both
mountains and plains. Their stories, though often overlooked or disrupted by later
arrivals, remain indelible threads in the fabric of Colorado’s history.

The arrival of European explorers in the 16th century marked the beginning of
profound transformations. Spanish and later French claims to the territory initiated
centuries of exploration, competition, and shifting sovereignty. Expeditions searching
for wealth and strategic advantage forged trails that would later become arteries of
commerce and settlement. With the Louisiana Purchase and subsequent Mexican-
American War, the region transitioned into American hands, setting the stage for new
waves of exploration and economic ambition.

Change accelerated with the discovery of precious metals in the mid-19th century.
The Pike’s Peak Gold Rush ignited a rush of settlers into Colorado’s wild heart and
spurred the rise of boomtowns that would shape the state’s destiny. The rapid influx of
new arrivals, infrastructure projects like the railroads, and the expansion of mining and
agriculture transformed both the land and its societies. Yet, this transformation was
far from peaceful—treaties were broken, fences rose where buffalo once roamed, and
conflicts with Indigenous peoples scarred the territory’s memory. The tragedies of
Sand Creek and the forced relocation of Ute communities are haunting reminders of
this turbulent era.

As Colorado evolved from a territory to statehood, the challenges only grew. The late
19th and early 20th centuries brought boom-and-bust cycles, labor unrest, new
populations, and social innovations such as women’s suffrage. Through adversity, war,
and economic upheaval, Colorado emerged as a modern state in the American
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West—diverse, dynamic, and ever-changing. The postwar decades ushered in
suburban expansion, new industries like aerospace and tourism, and the emergence of
vibrant, cosmopolitan cities poised for the future.

Today, Colorado stands at the crossroads of tradition and innovation. Its ongoing story
is shaped by efforts to reckon with its difficult past, protect its magnificent
environment, and welcome new voices and communities to share in its promise. This
book seeks to unravel the fascinating narrative of Colorado: a land of endurance and
imagination, where the sweep of human history is written on the stones and streams
of a singular landscape.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Landscapes and the First
People
Before human footsteps ever graced the land that would become Colorado, colossal
geological forces were at work, sculpting a dramatic and varied landscape over billions
of years. The very bedrock of the Rocky Mountains, the state's iconic spine, consists of
ancient metamorphic and igneous rocks, some dating back as far as 1.7 billion years.
These deep, foundational layers tell a story of immense heat and pressure, hinting at a
time when continental plates collided with unimaginable force. Over eons, inland seas
periodically submerged much of the region, depositing thick layers of sedimentary
rock like sandstone, shale, and limestone.

Around 300 million years ago, a period of mountain building known as the Ancestral
Rocky Mountains Orogeny began. This created a mountain range that, while smaller
than today's Rockies, still reached impressive heights. These ancient peaks were then
subject to millions of years of erosion, their weathered remains forming the dramatic
red rock formations visible today in places like Red Rocks, Roxborough State Park, and
the Garden of the Gods.

The current Rocky Mountains began to rise much later, starting around 75 to 65
million years ago during the Laramide Orogeny. This prolonged period of uplift
continued through the Cenozoic Era, shaping the towering peaks and deep valleys that
define Colorado's geography. Alongside the rising mountains, intense volcanic activity
also occurred, contributing to the state's rich mineral deposits that would play a
significant role in its later history. Glaciation in the last few hundred thousand years
further carved the mountain landscapes, leaving behind the U-shaped valleys and
cirques characteristic of areas like Rocky Mountain National Park. Meanwhile, the vast
eastern plains were formed by layers of sediment eroded from the rising mountains
and deposited over millions of years, creating a flatter, but still ecologically diverse,
environment.

Against this backdrop of immense geological time and dramatic transformation, the
first humans eventually arrived. These earliest inhabitants, known as Paleo-Indians,
ventured into North America during the final stages of the last Ice Age, following herds
of large animals. While the exact timing and routes of their migration are still subjects
of archaeological study, evidence suggests a human presence in what is now Colorado
as early as 13,000 to 14,000 years ago.

These pioneers entered a world vastly different from Colorado today. The climate was
cooler and wetter, supporting grasslands and wetlands even in areas that are now
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more arid. Herds of megafauna, or giant animals, roamed the land. Imagine
encountering immense Columbian mammoths and mastodons, larger than their
modern elephant relatives, alongside giant bison, camels, and ground sloths. These
were the primary targets for the early hunters.

Archaeologists identify different Paleo-Indian cultures based on the distinctive stone
tools they left behind, particularly their projectile points. The Clovis culture, dating
back to approximately 13,250 to 12,800 years ago, is one of the earliest and most
widespread. Clovis people are recognized by their characteristically large, fluted spear
points, expertly crafted from stone. These points were designed to be attached to
spear shafts, allowing hunters to take down the massive animals that shared their
environment.

Colorado holds significant Clovis sites, playing a central role in understanding this
early culture. The Dent site in Weld County, discovered in 1932, was groundbreaking
as the first location in North America to provide clear evidence of humans and
mammoths coexisting and, crucially, that humans hunted these giants. This discovery
challenged previous ideas about the antiquity of humans in the Americas.

Following the Clovis period, the Folsom culture emerged, dating from around 13,000 to
12,000 years ago. Folsom points are generally smaller and more finely crafted than
Clovis points, also featuring a distinctive flute or channel flake removed from both
faces. This shift in point technology is thought to be related to a change in hunting
practices, potentially as megafauna populations declined and hunters focused more on
the large, but somewhat smaller, ancient bison (Bison antiquus).

The Lindenmeier site in Larimer County is a prominent Folsom site in Colorado,
providing extensive evidence of their presence and activities. These sites, found
across the eastern plains and into the mountains, demonstrate that Folsom people
were skilled hunters and foragers who adapted to various environments. While often
viewed as primarily bison hunters, evidence suggests they utilized a wider range of
plants and smaller animals as well.

Life for these early Paleo-Indians was inherently nomadic. They moved across the
landscape seasonally, following the movements of game herds and the availability of
plant resources. Their dwellings were likely temporary shelters, such as rock shelters
or simple structures made from hides and brush, easily abandoned as they followed
the food supply. Archaeological evidence, such as concentrations of tools and animal
bones at kill sites and campsites, provides clues about their hunting strategies and
daily lives.

Stone was a crucial resource for these early people. They were expert flintknappers,
skillfully shaping stone into the tools and projectile points necessary for survival. The
quality and origin of the stone used at sites like Lindenmeier indicate that these
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groups had extensive knowledge of the landscape and potentially traded for materials
from distant sources.

Beyond hunting, these early inhabitants also gathered wild plants, berries, and roots,
supplementing their diet and providing necessary nutrients. While direct evidence is
scarce, the presence of grinding stones at some sites suggests the processing of plant
foods. Their toolkits included a variety of implements for butchering, scraping hides,
and working with bone and wood, demonstrating a versatile adaptation to their
environment.

The Paleo-Indian period, spanning thousands of years, represents the initial chapter of
human history in Colorado. These early nomadic hunters and gatherers, equipped with
their finely crafted stone tools and deep understanding of the landscape, were the first
to navigate and utilize the diverse ecosystems shaped by immense geological forces.
Their presence, though marked primarily by the durable stone artifacts they left
behind, laid the foundation for the rich and complex human story that would unfold in
the centuries and millennia to come. Their ability to survive and thrive in a
challenging, post-Ice Age world speaks to their ingenuity and resilience.
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