
  

 

 

Steamboat Springs and its Founder 
An Interview with  

James H. Crawford 
 

Recorded May 24, 1923 by 

 

Thomas F. Dawson 

of the Colorado State Historical Society 
 

Edited by 

 

James Logan Crawford 
 



 

www.CrawfordPioneersOfSteamboatSprings.com 

 

 

 
Steamboat Springs and its Founder 

An Interview with  

 

James H. Crawford 
 

Recorded May 24, 1923 by 

 

Thomas F. Dawson 
of the Colorado State Historical Society 

 

Edited by 

 

James Logan Crawford 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover photograph of James H. Crawford taken around 1870. 

 

 

 

 

Last Modified October 1, 2008 



 

www.CrawfordPioneersOfSteamboatSprings.com 

 
CONTENTS 

 
 
Forward by James L. Crawford 
 
Introduction by Thomas F. Dawson...................................................1 
Prospecting For and Location of a Place of Residence on the 

Frontier. .........................................................................................3 
Trip Across the Plains in a "Covered Wagon" in 1873......................4 
First Across the Continental Divide Via the Rollins Road ................6 
Temporary Settlement at Hot Sulphur Springs..................................7 
Looking For a Home on the Yampa - First Knowledge of the 

Springs ..........................................................................................9 
Origin of the Name of "Steamboat" - Known to Hahn's Peak 

Prospectors ....................................................................................11 
Early Settlement and Gradual Development of the Town .................13 
The Ute Indians as Neighbors - Big Scare in 1879............................19 

 

 



 

www.CrawfordPioneersOfSteamboatSprings.com 

FORWARD 

 

On May 24, 1923, James H. Crawford was interviewed in 
Denver, Colorado, by Thomas F. Dawson of the Colorado State 
Historical Society.  Dawson typed up the interview, added a brief 
introduction, and sent a copy to Crawford, who sent the manuscript 
back with some minor mistakes fixed. Crawford put his signature 
on his reply, verifying the accuracy of the transcription. I thank the 
Colorado Historical Society for providing me with a copy of the 
interview. What follows is the complete text of that signed 
interview, with only a few minor spelling and grammar changes. 
Editorial comments by me are enclosed in square brackets [ ]. 
 

- James L. Crawford, May 2007 



 

www.CrawfordPioneersOfSteamboatSprings.com 1  

STEAMBOAT SPRINGS AND ITS FOUNDER. 
____________________ 

 
(Interview with Colonel James H. Crawford by Thomas F. Dawson 
for the State Historical and Natural History Society of Colorado.) 
 

Denver, May 24, 1923. 
 

Next year, 1924, Steamboat Springs, county seat of Routt 
County, will be in position to celebrate its semi-centennial, and if 
there should be a celebration Colonel James H. Crawford will be 
expected to lead the dance. Colonel Crawford is the man who 
located and established the town and who practically discovered 
the springs to which the place owes its name and much of its 
reputation. He was of mature years when he broke into the Bear, or 
Yampa River wilderness and he has lived an active life since, but 
he remains a splendid example of robust manhood. He has resided 
in the town of his creation practically ever since the midsummer 
day in 1874 when he first saw the location, and there can be no 
reasonable doubt that he will be there to join in the festivities 
incident to the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the place. 
Indeed, it would seem quite impossible for Steamboat to celebrate 
without him. 

Like so many Rocky Mountain pioneers, Colonel Crawford 
comes from Missouri, and he lived in this State, then [a] Territory, 
only a short while before locating at Steamboat. At the time of his 
coming there was no town there and the existence of the springs 
themselves was known to but few people. Still, he would seem 
almost to have been in search of the place before it was known. 
Contradictory as this statement appears, it is almost borne out by 
his narrative as here given for the benefit of this Society. At any 
rate, he was searching for something and when he had found the 
springs he knew instantly that he had found it. 

Colonel Crawford was born in Pettis County, Missouri, near 
Sedalia, March 30, 1845, the son of John E. and Sarilda Jane 
Crawford, and was christened James Harvey Crawford. Reared on 
his father's farm, he grew into vigorous manhood and was of such 
mature appearance that he was accepted as a full grown man when 
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a mere youth. His precocity enabled him to force his way into the 
military while yet under the acceptable age, and he commanded a 
company in battle before he was eighteen, the military age. He 
fought on the Union side and was a member of the Seventh 
Missouri Cavalry. His rank was that of First Lieutenant but the 
command of his company devolved upon him on account of the 
illness of its Captain. 

Colonel Crawford came to Colorado to reside in 1873, but it 
was not until a year afterward that he entered the Yampa River 
country and found the great springs. His coming was not a 
haphazard matter but was the result of investigation and 
premeditation. His first visit was made in 1872 and was the result 
of a newspaper article relating an interview with [Joseph] Westcott, 
who was known to all old timers as Judge Westcott. 

Judge Westcott was a hermit and for many years was the sole 
resident on the shores of Grand Lake. He was as familiar with 
Northwestern Colorado as any man of his time, but owing to the 
fact that the whole region was claimed by and occupied by the Ute 
Indians he had not explored it thoroughly. He lived in a little hut 
on the shores of the lake and although he appeared to be a very 
commonplace sort of person he seemed inspired by the beauty of 
the water and the surrounding mountains. He was hospitable to a 
degree and was unfailing in his efforts to entertain visitors. As 
going to show his generosity Colonel Crawford relates an incident 
connected with his first visit to the hermit. It was after a long 
winter and the old  man had exhausted his supplies, and to meet the 
demands of his hunger he had amputated and cooked the tail of his 
still living burro. This was all there was between him and 
starvation and yet he volunteered to share it with visitors. [JHC 

wrote in a letter that the visitors included Len Pollard, afterwards 

Clerk & Recorder of Grand County and a reliable man. Pollard 

told the story to JHC, who did later see the tailless burro.] His 
principal claim to fame is the fact that he was the author of a poem 
which had quite a run for a time with visitors to the lake, to all of 
whom he read it. It was narrative in form and in it he told the story 
of a terrific battle on the shores of the lake between the Ute Indians 
and their enemies of the Plains, the Arapahoes and Cheyennes.  
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Probably Westcott read this poem to his visitor of 1872. At any 
rate, the visitor, who is nameless, wrote an enthusiastic article for 
the old "Missouri Republican", afterward called the "St. Louis 
Republic", telling of his visit, expatiating on the beauties of the 
immediate surroundings and hinting at the wonderful possibilities 
of the country beyond. He quoted Judge Westcott as saying that the 
land to the westward was a paradise in appearance and full of 
undetermined possibilities for the future. This picture attracted 
Colonel Crawford. He had but recently come out of the war and 
was engaged in farming near Sedalia. The Crawfords were 
prosperous, and there was no sense of lack to urge him to change 
his place of residence. He, however, was a man of vision. Then 
above twenty-five years of age, he was the father of a growing 
family and doubtless he was inspired by a desire to establish them 
where the best opportunities were to be had. At any rate, soon after 
reading the Republican article he determined upon a visit to 
Colorado with a view to satisfying himself and with a 
determination to make a change if he should find the prospect 
inviting. 
 

From this point forward Colonel Crawford will be allowed to 
tell his own story. 
 

"After reading what Judge Westcott had told the newspaper 
correspondent I made up my mind to come out and have a look at 
the country, and I carried that resolution into effect during the 
summer of 1872. My younger brother Henry and my wife's brother, 
Fred Bourn, came with me, and after arriving in Denver we picked 
up ex-Governor R. W. Steele, who owned a mine at Fairplay, and 
started for the mountains. I had read Judge Westcott's glowing 
account of the unexplored region, in which he said that there were 
wonderful streams, plenty of grass, and a most attractive landscape. 
I always had had a roving disposition and a desire to explore new 
lands. I liked the thought of being a pioneer. This appealed to me 
as an opportunity to gratify my desire to branch out. In Governor 
Steele we found a congenial spirit and a man who was familiar 
with the known portion of the state. I had got acquainted with him 
in Sedalia, when his children were in school there, and we had no 
difficulty in making arrangements to go into the mountains 
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together. We went on foot, but took a pack horse to convey the 
necessary articles for our expedition. When we got to Fairplay 
Governor Steele left us to give attention to his mining interests 
while we, Henry, Fred and myself, went on over the mountain trail 
to Georgetown, coming on through Idaho Springs, Central City 
and Black Hawk to Denver. From Denver I went to Greeley and 
looked over the country in that region in which the Union Colony 
was beginning its existence. 

After this tour of careful investigation I returned to Missouri 
fully impressed with the feeling that Colorado would do for me. I 
had seen the Columbine blooming, although I did not know what 
to call it; had listened to the soughing pines. had seen the wild deer, 
caught the mountain trout and felt the effect of the crisp air. The 
whole thing smelt good to me. True, I had not succeeded in getting 
into Judge Westcott's paradise, but I had been in sight of the 
Promised Land and my interest was enlisted. I began immediately 
to get ready to move out. During the winter I sold my farm and a 
large portion of my live stock and on the first  of May, 1873, 
started with the family for the Rockies. 

"We brought two vehicles, one of them an old-fashioned 'hack', 
although then new, in which Mrs. Crawford, the family and I rode, 
and the other a wagon for the transportation of our household 
goods. We were accompanied by several congenial families from 
the neighborhood who had been impressed by my description of 
the country and had asked the privilege of coming with us. Our 
wagon was drawn by 'Jack' and 'Jim'. two big Missouri mules 
which not only brought us across the plains easily but were of great 
use after we arrived. The trip was made in comparative comfort, 
although not even the hack possessed all the conveniences of home. 

"My family consisted of myself, my wife and our three 
children, Lulie, now Mrs. Pritchett, Logan and John, all of whom 
were small. I should like to add that all are still living and that the 
circle was increased by the addition of our youngest daughter, 
Mary, who is a native of Colorado. 

"We were thirty-five days in making the trip, arriving in 
Denver on the fourth day of June. We lived well on our way out. 
Bringing all the standard articles of food with us, and with game 
plentiful on the plains, we had no difficulty in keeping a full larder. 
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I brought with me a fine saddle horse, and as I had had three years 
of service in the cavalry during the war I was a good rider. This 
accomplishment served us a good turn when it came to chasing 
buffalo, many of which we killed during the journey. I remember 
that on one occasion I drove a big bull buffalo into the camp where 
the women and children were, and shot him down for their 
edification. We skinned him and cut him up right there and had 
some fine pieces of steak cooking shortly afterward. The animal 
was a splendid specimen. He possessed a fine forelock which we 
cut off and saved and sent back to friends in Sedalia, telling them 
that it was an Indian scalp, which they believed and on which 
account they treasured the trophy for years. 

"Arriving in Denver, we camped in a cottonwood grove on 
Cherry Creek. The Denver of that time consisted of widely 
scattered buildings, many of them shanties in which as a whole 
were housed from four to five thousand people. There was little to 
hold us here, and as we were anxious to reach the land of our 
dreams, we rested for only a day or two. The Clear Creek route 
seemed the only way open to us and it was not open far. It would 
have taken us over Berthoud Pass if it had gone so far. There being 
no road beyond Empire, we realized that we would have difficulty 
in crossing the Continental Divide. Arriving at Empire we decided 
to remain for a time and to investigate the situation before 
attempting to proceed. Accordingly we rented a small house there 
and I left the family while I went on to spy out the country. On this 
expedition I took with me a Missourian named Tom Halsell, a 
splendid woodsman and a good fellow. Both of us were mounted 
and we crossed Berthoud Pass on the trail, which had been cut 
there sometime previous. Passing on, we explored Middle Park, 
going down the Grand until we were stopped by the Gore range. 
We only got a look into the region beyond. All that I saw looked 
good and from that time forward I was determined to go in and 
'possess' the country. 

"I learned that J.Q.A. Rollins was building a road across the 
mountains at a point several miles north of Berthoud Pass, but 
when I got in touch with him he told me that it would be 
impossible for me to get into Middle Park with wagons. He 
advised me to wait until the next spring, the spring of 1874, when 
he said he would have his road so far completed that I would have 
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comparatively little difficulty in making the trip. I concluded to 
abide by his judgment and we remained on this side of the range 
until the following June. We did not, however, continue at Empire 
but retraced our steps down Clear Creek to the vicinity of Golden, 
where, at the little village of Beaverbrook, we rented a place for 
the winter. I put in my time during the winter in traveling about 
with Mrs. Crawford and occupied myself in the purchase of cattle 
to take with us into the new country. We explored the region about 
Bergen Park, Mt. Vernon and all that section of Jefferson County. 

"When June arrived we loaded our goods into the wagons and 
set out on our expedition into what to most of us was unknown 
country. The Rollins Road, over which we were the first travelers, 
followed in general the line of the present Moffat railroad. It 
started at Rollinsville, crossed the Range and ended on the Frazier 
River in Middle Park. It became quite famous in its day and was 
patronized by almost everybody going into the Park and the 
northwest region until the Berthoud Pass road was built. We made 
quite a procession when we started, due to the fact that there were 
a number of cows and other cattle to take along. We had two 
wagons, one of them pulled by four animals and the other by two. 
We reached the road early in June but the work on it was still far 
from finished. Indeed, it was so incomplete that we could not make 
a start and when we did get started we had reason to wish we 
hadn't. We camped for two or three days at Yankee Doodle Lake, 
but at the end of that time concluded to make an effort to get across. 
Mr. Rollins was much interested in our enterprise and was ever 
ready to give us all possible assistance. It was very hard going. The 
road was extremely rough and in many places was obstructed by 
large boulders still unremoved. Progress therefore was slow. At 
times it was necessary to double up, so that often we even had 
three mules, one horse and two yoke of oxen hitched to each 
wagon to get over an exceptionally rough place. At times the 
wagons would, be standing almost on end. 

"It seemed impossible for anyone to be accommodated as a 
passenger at first. Consequently Mrs. Crawford took the three little 
children and went on ahead of us, as went up, carrying John, the 
baby. Ultimately she succeeded in reaching high and open ground 
only to encounter there an intense blizzard, which was rather a 
trying experience for a lone woman having in her charge three 
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helpless children. It was not an old Missouri kind of storm but 
worse. The wind blew, the hail hailed and the snow snowed as only 
can happen in the high mountains. Fortunately she had come to an 
abandoned camp where someone had left an old saddle blanket. 
This was her chance for shelter and she crawled under it with the 
children and thus procured considerable protection. When we 
reached her camping place we found her and the little ones all well, 
and what is more, cheerful and even pleased over the adventure. 

"From this point the going was comparatively easy until we 
reached the top of the Divide, as the road was fairly open. 
However, there were still obstacles before us. In fact, no work had 
been done on the west side of the range except that the timber had 
been cut out to clear the way for it. We not only found boulders but 
immense dips and climbs, so that it was necessary to let the 
wagons down and pull them up with ropes. To add to the 
difficulties, Mrs. Crawford's climb had proved too much for her 
and we were compelled to make a place for her to ride going down. 
We put her and the children on the 'hounds' of one of the wagons. 
How they managed to hold on I don't know, but they did. 

"In time, we got down to the Frasier without serious accident 
and from there on had an open country to Hot Sulphur Springs, 
where we again came to the end of the road and were compelled to 
stop until we could investigate the region beyond. There we 
remained for about a year. At Sulphur we found William N. Byers, 
who had made a claim to the springs there. He was preparing to 
build a cabin in which to live while he took possession of the land 
and made other improvements. I also decided to build there, and he 
and I started together to put up the first buildings ever erected at 
Hot Sulphur. 

"I have said there was no road beyond the springs at Sulphur, 
but as a matter of fact Sir George Gore, the wealthy and intrepid 
Irish explorer and big game hunter, had gone into that region with 
teams and a large retinue of followers some twenty years before on 
a sporting expedition and he had opened a way through the park 
and into the mountains, a range of which has since been given his 
name. There was a trace of his road left, but it was of little use in 
traveling after twenty years of growth and change. 
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"Byers and I had quite a race in getting up our buildings, but I 
was the first to get into mine and thus was the pioneer home 
builder at Hot Sulphur Springs as well as at Steamboat Springs. 
Some old time trapper had built a shack there, but it was never 
intended for permanent use and never could have amounted to 
much from the beginning. 

"We thought our house quite a wonderful institution for the 
time, for it not only was built of logs but when finished it had a 
wood floor and a shingle roof, probably the first shingles ever put 
on a house west of the Continental Divide in Colorado. I had 
brought with me a knowledge of riving shingles from Missouri, 
where almost every man made his own. I knew that there was the 
right kind of timber near Cozens ranch on the Frasier and that there 
also was a blacksmith there. I got him to make for me a froe and 
then I cut the timber and made the boards, even going to the extent 
of shaving them. I hauled them down to the Springs and there 
displaced the spruce bark with which I had originally covered the 
building. Then I cut timber into logs and split and hewed them, 
thus making puncheons for the flooring. We had been compelled to 
use Mother Earth as a floor at first, but even then we got some 
relief through the use of elk skins, which were easily obtained in 
Middle Park in those days. 

"But while we were pretty well settled in Middle Park and 
there had most of the luxuries of home, including splendid milk 
from our cows. excellent wild meat and all the trout we could eat, 
we were not satisfied to remain. I still had my dream of the country 
beyond. I never had heard of Steamboat Springs, but the broad 
open valleys and the forested ranges had become somewhat 
familiar to my ears. Accordingly, after I had gotten Mrs. Crawford 
and the children well settled, I concluded to cross the Gore 
Mountains. I did not go alone but took with me quite a party, 
which consisted of Bill Gilmore, Hazen Cheney, Cy Bone, Fred 
Bourn and Hute Richardson. 

"Anticipating the difficult going we would have and still 
feeling the necessity of having a conveyance for bedding and food, 
I took the front wheels off the big wagon and hitched Jack and Jim 
to them, making a cart on which we piled the bedding and food. A 
cart was much better for our use than a wagon because it could be 



 

www.CrawfordPioneersOfSteamboatSprings.com 9  

more conveniently handled in the rough places and held in upright 
position when a wagon would go over. We knew that we were 
going into wild Indian country and prepared ourselves against 
attack by carrying with us a large quantity of arms and ammunition, 
but I wish to say here that while we saw signs of Indians we never 
caught sight of one during the entire expedition. 

"We followed the Gore trail to Egeria Park and there it came to 
an end. There also I first heard of Steamboat Springs. Before that I 
was entirely ignorant of the existence of such springs as there are 
at the place and even then I learned only of one spring, when, as 
you know, there are dozens of them. 

"The information came to me through a wandering prospector, 
a lone gold hunter who had heard of the 'finds' at Breckenridge, 
Colorado, while following his calling in Utah. Drawn by the new 
discoveries as is the wont of prospectors, he had found his way 
through the mountains, carrying his pack on his back, and had 
chanced to cross the Yampa in the Big Bend, where the springs are 
located. We met him in the park and he told us of the Bubbling 
Spring, mentioning it alone. He was a crude sort of fellow, but he 
had some appreciation of the place for after telling about the spring 
he said that he would go back there and file on the land if he 
thought it possible that a wagon road ever would be built into the 
country. 'It is real wonderful' he said; 'it smells awful but it's sure 
fine to look at.' After that he went his way and we never heard of 
him again. If we were told his name I have forgotten it. 

"Well, we thought little about the fellow's enthusiasm or about 
the spring itself, but decided to direct our steps to a point further 
down the river because of the canon and also because the bend in 
the stream increased the distance to the spring. We sought the 
easiest road. Making our way leisurely, cutting our trail as we went 
and stopping frequently to size up the country, which seemed to us 
to grow more and more inviting as we proceeded, we struck the 
river about where the town of Hayden stands now. Twenty-Mile 
Park, (to which I gave its name because I estimated the distance 
across it at twenty miles) pleased us much, but we were not content 
to stop there. 

"The Hayden location also was attractive but we pressed on to 
a point below the site of the present town of Craig, where we found 
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a place which appealed more strongly to us than any we had seen. 
The landscape opens there, the Yampa broadens out and we 
foresaw in the location the prosperous agricultural region it has 
become since. There I staked out a piece of ground on which I told 
the boys I proposed to make my future home, and there I should 
have made it if I had not found at the prospector's Big Spring a 
more attractive location. 

"We remained at what I will call the Craig camp for several 
days - that is, we made our headquarters there, but we prospected 
the country far over toward Snake River and Brown's Hole as well 
as penetrating the mountains in other directions. We, however, 
found nothing which suited us quite so well as the camp on the 
Yampa and we decided to return to Hot Sulphur and to prepare to 
move over and settle there. Only my roving disposition, my desire 
to see all that was to be seen, changed this decision. 

"I wanted to get a look at the Big Bend before returning and 
started back to Hot Sulphur with that purpose well defined. When 
we came to the canon above Hayden we could not get the cart 
through it, so I took Hute Richardson with me, and telling the other 
members of the party to make their way back to Chimney Rock in 
Egeria Park, he and I struck out up the river, expecting to rejoin the 
party in two or three days. We took with us our guns and a light 
supply of biscuits and other food and plunged into the canon. The 
going was tough. The walls were abrupt, the water high and the 
way unbroken. I doubt whether white man ever had been there 
before and we felt pretty lonely at times although never 
discouraged. 

"Elk River was up as a result of melting snows, and as we were 
compelled to wade the stream, which was waist deep, we got well 
soaked. All told, it was a hard trip, but we got through without 
accident and, after seeing much country that appealed to us, on the 
second day out we came to the big spring that the prospector had 
told us about. It was the spring that has since been called the 
Bubbling Spring and its appearance was such as to justify the 
fellow's characterizations of 'wonderful' and 'smelly'. The water is 
well saturated with sulphur and it continues to the present time to 
attract the attention of the olfactories. We had been on the ground 
only a short time before we discovered that there was not one 
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spring only, but many springs - a very nest of springs. We found 
probably twenty out of the one hundred and fifty which have since 
been located, among them the spring which has given name to the 
place, Steamboat Spring. 

"You ask me whether I named the place. I did name the place 
but I did not give the name to the Steamboat Spring itself. I have 
told you that I never heard of the spring or the name before I met 
the Utah prospector in Egeria Park, but the spring was not 
unknown at that time, nor its distinguishing characteristic. There 
had been considerable prospecting through the country and the 
mines at Hahn's Peak had been worked for some time. The miners 
knew of the spring, as doubtless did many of the old-time trappers. 
The Bubbling Spring was also known to all who chanced to go that 
way. I doubt, however, if anyone was familiar with many, if any, 
more of the springs, for it took me a considerable time to locate 
any great number of them, and even yet I find new ones. The really 
distinctive thing about the springs is their number and variety. 

"I am not sure that anyone really knows the origin of the name, 
or rather, who first applied it. Naturally, it was due to the 
intermittent noise emitted by the spouting, puffing gusher. This 
spring is located near the track of the Moffat Railroad and not far 
from the station. When we went in there the spring was performing 
strong, but it is comparatively quiet now and has been ever since 
the railroad came in. At a distance of two or three hundred yards it 
sounded exactly like a steamboat laboring up stream. The story is 
that a pair of French trappers or prospectors first applied the name. 
They came through on their first trip early in the season when the 
Yampa was swollen and big enough to carry a small boat. 
Approaching the location of the spring they heard the noise; one of 
them turned to the other in astonishment, exclaiming, 'Steamboat, 
by Gar!' There you are. That is the story. It may be pure fiction; I 
cannot say. As I have said, the application of the name to the 
individual spring was the most natural thing in the world, and it 
was just as natural that I should call the group and the town 
Steamboat Springs. 

"People always ask what stopped the noise made by the spring. 
The answer is that the railroad graders cut into it so as to interfere 
with the regular flow. I never have thought so. My belief is that 
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small boys were responsible for the change. I think they threw 
stones into the opening to see what effect they would have. If my 
theory is correct the characteristic can be restored by clearing the 
spring out, and I hope this may be done. 

"The existence of such a group of springs of such variety both 
in temperature and in properties was in itself enough to challenge 
attention, and there was such added attraction in the way of 
scenery and resources that I lost no time in mentally canceling my 
unrecorded filing down the river and actually making one at the 
springs. The Bubbling, or Boiling, Spring was much in evidence to 
the senses, both because of the odor emanating from it and also 
because of its size, Also there were evidences that it had been used 
for bathing, probably by the Indians. They had pulled out the 
boulders and made a pool, a circumstance of which Richardson 
and I took advantage by stripping and plunging in for a good wash. 

"After wandering about on the north side of the river on which 
we had come up, Richardson and I waded the stream to the south 
side. If I was impressed by my first glimpse of the spot, every 
successive change or view increased my enthusiasm, and I said to 
Richardson, 'This is the place for me. Let's take up the ground now, 
come back as soon as we can and make a start.' I was satisfied that 
the springs would insure a future and I saw with my mind's eye a 
prosperous city at no far distant date. I was sure that this land 
would be opened and that we would get a title some day. 

"The proposition did not appeal to my companion. He said that 
he had had about enough of the mountains and had determined to 
return to Missouri. He added, 'Now that we are here I will help you 
in what you want to do, but Missouri is good enough for me.' I 
accepted his proffer of assistance and we went to work to build the 
foundation for a house, the land hunter's first sign of a claim. There 
was a pile of slide-rock near and we pulled enough of it up to the 
chosen spot to build a wall three or four feet high about an 
enclosure fourteen by eighteen feet. I wrote an elaborate claim 
notice and placed it in an inside corner of the wall and in addition 
peeled the bark off a quaking aspen and wrote a notice on the tree 
for one hundred and sixty acres of land with the tree as a center of 
the tract. It is worth while to say in passing that this tree stood as a 
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landmark until the Moffat Railroad came in, when the graders cut 
it down, although I wish now I had not allowed them to do so. 

"I think I should tell you before proceeding further that we 
found some evidence of previous life at the Springs. Included in 
these were the remains of the walls of an old sod fort, parts of a log 
cabin, pieces of a log chain, some ox shoes and an oxbow, all 
indicating that at some time in the past the place had been visited 
by white men who had remained for a time. All articles were in a 
state of dilapidation and the indications were strong that it had 
been many years since the presence of the owners. Probably the 
oxbow was the most interesting of these articles. It had been sawed 
in the middle and the two pieces driven into auger holes in a large 
cottonwood tree, to be used as pegs for hanging things on. When 
we found it the tree was dead, but evidently it had been living 
when the pegs were driven in for there had been growth around 
them. This growth indicated that our predecessors had been there 
many years before our arrival. Another circumstance conveying 
the same information was the absence of the roads or trails used by 
them. These had been completely obliterated. 

"Who our forerunners may have been is a matter for 
speculation, and I confess that I have been unable to solve the 
mystery. It has been suggested that the articles may have been 
brought in and left by Captain Marcy's expedition in 1857. It will 
be remembered that he made a march from the vicinity of Fort 
Bridger southward through the mountains to New Mexico to 
procure food for General Johnston's Mormon Expedition. However, 
I doubt the validity of this theory. Marcy went through the country 
in midwinter, when it would have been almost impossible to dig 
out the sod with which to make the walls of the house because of 
its frozen condition. Furthermore, he was under the necessity of 
making his trip with as great haste as possible, for it will be 
remembered he had been sent out by Johnston to forage for 
supplies to meet the emergency which his expedition was then 
experiencing. 

"It is possible that some of the old Spanish padres may have 
visited the place or that some of the old-time trappers may have 
made their headquarters there. But upon the whole my belief is that 
the relics were left by Sir George Gore. So far I have been able to 
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discover there is no record of his penetrating the region west of 
what is now called Gore Range, but he might easily have done so. 
He was in the country in 1852, and if he left the relics they had 
been resting there for twenty-two years. But whatever their origin, 
we found them to be very interesting and I have speculated much 
concerning them. 

"Having done all that I could to establish my title to the land, 
which it must be borne in mind was not surveyed but was in the 
very heart of the Indian country, we started on the third day to 
rejoin our companions, who were supposed to be at Chimney Rock, 
the designated place. 

"The return trip to Hot Sulphur Springs was uneventful except 
for a brief meeting with a grizzly bear. The country was full of 
bears but ordinarily we paid little attention to them. This case was 
different. We had to pay attention. We were plodding along with 
Richardson leading, when all of a sudden he looked up only to see 
the grizzly standing on his hind feet squarely blocking the trail. 
Naturally we stopped short. We stood stock still for a few moments 
waiting to see what would happen next. When the bear failed for a 
time to move, I suggested that we fire on the brute. 'Not much', 
replied Richardson, 'if he will let me alone I will let him alone.' 
This plan was adopted and it proved a good one for after a while 
the bear lowered himself and walked away without molesting or 
apparently even looking at us. 

"We had been out for only two weeks and the family had got 
along nicely in our absence. My report was received with 
enthusiasm by Mrs. Crawford, who was in full sympathy with my 
proposition to remove to the new location. However, we decided 
not to make the change until the next year and in preparation for 
the winter I moved personally down Grand River (now the 
Colorado River) to the mouth of the Big Muddy, where I proposed 
to winter our stock. Wild hay was abundant in that region and I cut 
a good quantity of it with a long hand scythe. I remained there with 
the stock during the winter, but left the family in the house at Hot 
Sulphur. I built a cabin for my winter use near where is now 
located the town of Kremmling and was thus the first house builder 
in that region. It was an open winter and the cattle got on well 
enough without eating much of my cut hay. Although the distance 
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up the river to where the family were was some twenty miles, I 
went on foot every week to see them and each time carried with 
me two one-gallon molasses cans full of cream for their use. 

"Supposing myself to be secure in my rights to my claim on the 
Yampa, I was resting easy at Hot Sulphur, feeling there was no 
urgency about moving on. How long I might have remained where 
I was I do not know, but my dream of security was rudely 
interrupted by a report from Georgetown that some persons living 
there were preparing to jump my claim as soon as they could get in, 
in the spring. I had done considerable talking about my newly 
discovered paradise in the Northwest. It would seem that these 
reports had found their way across the range and that some of the 
boys at Georgetown were preparing to move in and take possession 
in my absence. I therefore decided early in the spring of 1875 that I 
would go immediately to the new country and I asked one of my 
helpers, Lute Carlton, to go with me. The ground was still covered 
with a deep snow and instead of taking a cart as on the first 
expedition we built a trail sled on which to carry our provisions, 
bedding, guns, etc. This sled we pulled while we made our own 
way on skiis. It was pretty bad traveling and we were several days 
in making the trip, but we got there after a time. 

"When we reached the springs on the Yampa the season was 
farther advanced than it had been when we started from Hot 
Sulphur and the ice was breaking up, rendering crossing difficult. 
There, however, was nothing to do but to make the effort and there 
was no way of proceeding but to wade. The floating ice and the 
swollen condition of the river made this somewhat hazardous, but 
we got across and when we arrived I found that I was in time to 
save my rights. We got in in advance of the would-be jumpers and 
immediately went to work to make my claim as secure as possible. 
The first thing to do was to cut logs and build up on the stone walls 
which Richardson and I had made during the previous summer. 
We ran the walls up and put a roof on the building and in addition 
planted a lot of seeds and stared a garden as another indication of 
our serious intention. We soon had lettuce, peas, onions, etc., 
growing. Believing that we had given sufficient evidence of our 
intention we again turned our faces toward Hot Sulphur and 
arrived there but little worse the wear. That my trip was not in vain 
was afterward proved for the Georgetown men told me later that 
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they had had an eye on the place and had fully decided to go after 
it if I had not followed up my discovery. 

"The journey was not without its hardships. I will relate one 
incident which, although it may appear insignificant now, is still an 
illustration of the vicissitudes to which the pioneers in the Rocky 
Mountains were subjected. On the way in we made some flapjacks 
at one of our camps but burned a number of them so badly that we 
threw them out in the snow. Before our arrival at this place on our 
return, Carlton and I had exhausted our supply of flour. We were 
hungry as well as tired and were without bread. We remembered 
the burned flapjacks and I said that I believed that I could find 
them. And after a little hunting around under the newly fallen snow 
I succeeded, and I can tell you that I believe I never tasted more 
delicious flapjacks in all my life than were those burned specimens. 
They were fine. 

"The family's first visit to the new home was made in August 
of that year, 1875, but they did not remain at that time. Instead, we 
made a picnic of it. The news had been spread in Missouri that we 
had gone into the mountains and become lost. Of course, this 
report was not very seriously considered, but it offered an excuse 
to my brother John to come out and see what we were doing and 
where we were located. He brought his wife along with him and 
they reached our place at Hot Sulphur about mid-summer. When I 
told them about the Steamboat Springs location they became much 
interested and wanted to see it. So I promised to take them over. 
We still had the big team, Jack and Jim, so I hitched them to the 
heavy wagon, chucked in the family and the visitors and drove 
them over to the Yampa. Barring the rough road, it was a delightful 
trip. The weather was perfect, game was plentiful and the wild 
flowers were blooming on every hand. We took it leisurely and 
were several days going. When we arrived we found the garden 
prospering and a fairly good shelter in the house which Carlton and 
I had built on the previous visit. We remained there for some time 
making additions to the house and adding to the general 
preparation for permanent occupancy. 

"As I have told you, the location of the springs was then 
unsurveyed. I had some question about securing my rights and for 
the purpose of getting the best information possible made a visit, to 
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Denver. I had taken up about eight hundred acres of land, and 
considered it very valuable, and I did not want to lose it through 
any oversight. I found in the Surveyor General of the time, T. B. 
Seawright, a very kind and helpful man. He was not familiar with 
conditions himself, but he called in his Chief Clerk, a Mr. Jacobs, 
who gave me all possible information. He told me that while no 
survey had been made a 'correction' line had been run within ten or 
twelve miles of the place. He gave me a copy of the notes with 
which to find the corners but said that he could not tell when a 
survey would be made. However, he added that if I would put up 
$1200 our rights would be protected. I wrote back to Missouri, got 
the money by wire, and was allowed to select my surveyor to do 
the work. He was a young friend named Fred Ingersol and the 
choice proved a fortunate one. 

"Mr. Ingersol found the corners as indicated in the correction 
line notes and made the survey as per contract. His plat was 
approved and my claim established. At least I thought it was, but I 
still had some difficulties to overcome. I had scarcely settled when 
a special agent was sent in to investigate conditions. The Land 
Office at Washington had heard of my operations and having been 
informed concerning the location had conceived the idea of 
holding the land for the government because of the extensive 
mineral springs. I appreciated the circumstances connected with 
this claim and went to work to protect myself as best I could. The 
agent had been driven in by an acquaintance of mine named Colby. 
They had a hard trip and were hungry and tired. We had plenty of 
fine cream and butter, and game and fish were available with very 
little effort. Mrs. Crawford is a good cook and she more than did 
her part to make the agent's stay a pleasant one. We fed them like 
lords. The agent was a hearty eater and evidently enjoyed himself. 
He talked very little but his manner was agreeable and when he 
went away he said to me, 'Mr. Crawford, you are all right; go 
ahead with your work.' Two or three weeks later I received a letter 
from the Land Office saying that my patent would be issued. I 
always have felt that if our course had been different we might 
have lost the place. So much for Mrs. Crawford's accomplishments 
as a cook. 

"After we returned from our outing we began to make 
preparations for our permanent transfer to the new location and the 
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fall of 1875 saw the Crawford family permanently established on 
the banks of the Yampa. [JHC meant 1876. After his brother 

John’s visit in August 1875, everybody in the Crawford family 

except JHC returned to Sedalia and spent the fall and winter of 

1875-1876 in Missouri. JHC spent November along the Yampa 

helping out with the survey by Ingersol, and  once again wintered 

his cattle in the Kremmling area. When spring came he picked up 

his family from Sedalia and they returned to Steamboat where they 

settled in permanently.]  From the first we were comfortable, 
although our quarters were somewhat cramped. I busied myself in 
making improvements in preparation for the added population 
which I felt sure would come in time. We were far removed from 
civilization, but we did not suffer great inconvenience on that 
account. Our garden and the forest and the streams supplied us 
with an abundance of food except flour, coffee and luxuries, and 
these we brought in in wholesale quantities. True, we occasionally 
felt a bit lonesome, but there is no better antidote for loneliness 
than steady employment. So we got on pretty well, for there was 
something to do all the time. 

"At first we had no neighbors but after a year or two outsiders 
began to come in. None of the first comers remained, however, 
until the Woolerys, the families of Harvey and J. M. Woolery, 
came in 1880. Horace Suttle arrived the next year and he brought a 
sawmill, which was a great aid in promoting settlement. Then we 
were enabled to get out of our log house by building a frame, 
which I may say, was ultimately supplanted by the stone building 
in which we now live. 

"Let me say we were not uncomfortable in our log house. You 
will understand that we did not long confine ourselves to the 
fourteen-by-eighteen-foot structure which Hute Richardson and I 
started in 1874. We added to it from time to time so that when the 
frame went up there was four times as much house as in the 
beginning, with the addition of a spacious porch. The entire 
structure took the form of a cross with the porch in the middle 
somewhat after the fashion of the Spanish style which calls for a 
plaza in the center. The walls of the four different sections of the 
building were not joined, but the porch connected them; there were 
openings between each two wings leading onto the porch, which 
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was thus rendered light and cool in the summer, while it still was a 
protection in the winter. 

"To these structures there was an addition which was regarded 
as important at the time. That was our 'fort'. This was a cellar 
constructed some distance from the house and connected with it by 
means of an underground passage way. It was intended for defense 
against Indian attack, from the dread of which we never were 
entirely free, although, as it turned out, there never was any real 
reason for such fear. The fort was circular and was covered by a 
conical roof just above the ground and under which there were 
port-holes on every side. 

"We had one serious Indian scare and that was during the Ute 
outbreak of 1879, when Father Meeker and the male attaches of the 
White River Agency were murdered and Colonel Thornburg and 
other members of the army relief expedition killed. Many wild 
reports came after these tragedies and on one occasion word was 
received that the infuriated savages were advancing on our little 
settlement. I was absent on a trip to Denver for the purchase of 
supplies when this news was brought to the Springs. I had told my 
wife before leaving home that if there should be any serious 
trouble with the Indians she should take the children and flee to 
North Park. The nearest settlements were in the Park and 
notwithstanding she would be compelled to cross the Park Range 
of mountains and travel twenty or thirty miles, I felt that she was 
equal to the feat. The report of the coming of the Indians was 
apparently so well substantiated and the danger seemed so 
imminent that she undertook to carry out my instructions to leave 
the vicinity for the supposedly safer place in North Park. A Captain 
Metcalf, a friend of ours, and his wife chanced to be visiting the 
family at the time, and in her flight Mrs. Crawford was joined by 
Mrs. Metcalf. They started on their flight without any male escort 
except a negro boy who was employed in the capacity of servant to 
the family. 

"The party left as quietly as possible, and when what seemed a 
safe hiding place was found in the hills, they went into camp for 
the night. There they were found well after dark by Captain 
Metcalf who came to take them back. He brought the news that 
after their departure half a dozen well armed white men had come 
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in from the surrounding hills, both for their own safety and the 
protection of those at the Springs. Concluding that with their help 
the place could be successfully defended, he sought out to the 
camp and took the refugees back home. 

"After the return all took shelter in the fort and remained there 
for some days prepared to defend themselves to the utmost. In 
every port hole there was the barrel of a rifle and each man was 
armed with a revolver in addition to the 'heavy artillery'. There, 
however, was no occasion to use any of the implements of war. 
The Indians left the Agency in another direction and they soon had 
plenty to do to insure their own safety. But while there was no 
attack there were many hours of intense anxiety and much relief 
was felt when the danger passed. 

"I have told what may be called Mrs. Crawford's side of the 
adventure with the Indians which was thrilling enough as you may 
imagine, when you consider that she was responsible for the 
children's safety as well as her own. I could give you a vivid 
picture of myself but will not go into great detail for that purpose. I 
was not on the ground but I was informed somewhat concerning 
the situation. I had reached Cozens' on my return from Denver 
when a messenger met me with the news of the outbreak and of the 
threatened danger at the springs. There were eighty miles between 
me and my family, and you may believe that I lost no time in 
taking the trail. I cannot tell you how long it took me to cover the 
distance, but I doubt whether the road ever has been traveled at 
greater speed or in shorter time on horseback. There was no 
opportunity to change horses on the entire run, but I rode a good 
nag and he held his wind remarkably. 

"It was long after nightfall when I arrived. The first living 
creature that I saw was one of our cows lying quietly and chewing 
her cud. You can scarcely understand how that sight relieved me. I 
felt that I should not find so peaceful a spectacle if the Indians 
were around. I therefore was hardly prepared for the challenge to 
halt with which my ears were greeted when I reached Soda Creek. 
This came from a sentry who had been placed on guard. He served 
the double purpose of protecting the inmates of the little fort and of 
giving me information concerning their security. I certainly was 
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greatly relieved and I was glad to get home even though my home 
was an armed fortress. 

"I owe it to the Indians to say that in the main they did not 
make bad neighbors. Indeed, many of them were really kind to us. 
Antelope and Yarmony, or Yahmonite, two of the oldest Ute 
leaders, were especially well disposed, and whenever we were 
troubled by any of the more worthless members of the tribe these 
old men would assert their authority and drive them away. 

"After the Indians were removed to Utah settlers began to 
come in greater numbers. In 1882 there was quite a spurt, and 
when the Moffat road arrived in 1908 it was followed by quite an 
inrush. From the first, Steamboat took position as the metropolis of 
Northwest Colorado. It still holds that place and with its natural 
advantages I believe it will continue to maintain it indefinitely.” 

 
The above statement is true 

James H. Crawford 
June 22nd 1923 
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