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Steamboat Springs Community Overview 

 
The Yampa Valley, including the area surrounding Steamboat Springs, is 
one of the most beautiful and unique environments in Colorado.  From the 
distant views of the Flattops Mountains to the intimate trails along the 
Yampa River, it is composed of a series of truly special landscapes.  As the 
area was settled it became a thriving community serving a diversity of 
interests.  The early barns, school houses, and historic homes are just a few 
of the reminders of the commitments made to the valley and the history it 
holds.  

The Steamboat Springs area offers a quality of life that makes it an 
increasingly popular place to live, work, play, and visit.  As a result, the 
challenge has become to identify mechanisms to maintain the quality of life 
while defining opportunities to accommodate growth and redevelopment 
within a healthy economic environment.    

The area’s economy has historically been made up of major and minor
development cycles.   One of the challenges for the community is to plan in 
the context of these varied and changing economies.  

Location and Context 
The Steamboat Springs community is located in northwestern Colorado in 
the midst of the Park Range of the Rocky Mountains.  The Community plan 
area includes the City of Steamboat Springs and a portion of Routt County 
that surrounds the city, including Strawberry Park and the Hot Springs to 
the north and the South Valley floor/CR 18 to the south.  East and west of 
the city is bounded by mountains.  The community plan area covers almost 
100 square miles.  (Refer to Land Use Plan within the Land Use Chapter.) 

History of the Valley 

The

 

Landscape

  

The Park Range, which defines the eastern geography of Routt County, was 
part of that great movement of the earth which created the Rocky 
Mountains, and altered what is now Northwestern Colorado.  The uplift 
made available huge seams of bituminous coal, a resource which has been 
a major economic factor in Routt County.  Over time, erosion from wind 
and water further changed the landscape.  Rivers and streams cut into the 
valleys, widening and broadening them into the Yampa River Valley, 
leaving behind rich soils and uncovering mineral deposits.  Soils washed 
down from the mountain slopes became fertile river bottomland for growing 
crops. 
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Human

 
Occupation

 
of

 
the

 
Valley—Early

 
Resource

 
Extraction

 
Human use and occupation of the Yampa River Valley dates back over 
1,000 years.  The Ute Indians camped in the valley during the summer 
months, returning to Utah where they wintered.  To the Ute, the valley was 
sacred ground.  Before 1820, scattered trappers in search of beaver came, 
but left no physical or written trace.  

In 1861 gold was discovered near Hahn's Peak, but the Civil War prevented 
mineral extraction until after the war in1865.  Within five years, however, 
Hahn's Peak became a booming mining town. 

James Crawford, one of the first permanent settlers in the Yampa Valley, 
initially visited the valley in 1872.  He returned with his family in 1876 and 
established a homestead claim at the site of the Iron Spring.  The townsite 
was surveyed and laid out in a grid oriented toward the "Sleeping Giant" 
formation. This continues to shape the pattern for development of the Old 
Town area. 

Although the rich coal deposits were known even before settlers began 
coming into the valley, it wasn't until 1909 that mining of the "black gold" 
became profitable.  In that year, the tracks of the Denver, Northwestern & 
Pacific Railroad reached Steamboat Springs, opening up Routt County to 
coal mining.  

In the meantime, the beauty of the valley, the excellence of the hay, the 
richness of the soil, and the abundance of wildlife brought an increasing 
number of ranchers.  The first commercial hotel in Northwestern Colorado 
was built in Steamboat Springs in 1889.  

Cattle, sheep and hay formed the stable economic base for the county. 
Early in the 1900s, more lettuce was shipped from South Routt County than 
from any other area in the country. 

Changes

 

in

 

the

 

Valley

 

in

 

the

 

Early

 

1900’s

  

As the Yampa River Valley continued to prosper, other changes were 
occurring.  In 1902 the first automobile was imported. At first, roads were 
mere tracks, usable only for a few months each summer.  A dirt road was 
built over Rabbit Ears Pass.  In 1908 the first automobile arrived over the 
pass from Denver.  For the next quarter century, however, snow closed the 
route every winter until late June.  

The road and the railroad brought great changes to the valley.  The small 
towns began to grow. Investors became interested in development.  The 
coal mines prospered.  

Tourists also found the valley a summer paradise.  Ideal weather, along 
with the beauty of the area, served as attractive lures.  Prior to the 
construction of I-70, US 40 was the principal cross-continental highway, 
and Steamboat Springs was on its route.  

Following the formation of the Steamboat Springs Ski Club in 1914, skiing 
and ski jumping set the area apart.  The introduction of ski jumping to the 


