The Historic City Ditch

Littleton and Colorado’s
Historical Heritage

By Larry Borger




Littleton Community Trail is on the left. The City Ditch is the oldest man made
environmental feature in the Colorado Front Range which still works as originally
designed. It was surveyed by Richard Little in 1860 and was dug between 1864 and
1867. It is the oldest irrigation ditch on the South Platte River and proved the feasibility
of large scale irrigated agriculture in Colorado. Water flowed in this Ditch Park past
Littleton to irrigate farm land south of Denver and fill the irrigation lakes in Washington
and City Parks in Denver for over 100 years.
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iverland stage, c.1860.

Figure 2: At
the time the City Ditch was dug, Denver was a fledgling frontier collection of mostly log cabins.
From the time the Ditch first flowed with water, it would be 3 years before the arrival of the rail-
roads in 1870, or 10 years before the advent of barbed wire in the 1880’s, or a half century be-
fore inter-city surfaced roads in the 20th Century. The “59’ers” were 600 miles from “the
States” a journey of 10 days to 2 weeks by stagecoach.

Photo source unknown.
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In 1860, the Rocky Mountain News briefly let honesty compromise its
usual unrelenting hoosterism by describing Denver’s landscape as
“treeless, grassless, bushless.” As this photograph of the paper’s
oflice in the carly 1860s shows, the writer was not exaggerating.

Figure 3: Treeless, grassless. bushless Denver, 1860. The City boosters knew that for their
little city to be attractive to folks, “from the States”, it needed greenery and greenery needed

water.

Photocopied from, The First Hundred Years, Robert Perkin, Doubleday, page 218.




Figure 4: William Byers, 1831 - 1903, Pioneer
Founder and Longtime Editor of the Rocky
Mountain News. The first edition of the News was
published in Denver April 22, 1859. Byers was a

| supporter of irrigated farming and knew that if his
| fledging city on the dusty prairie was to flourish, it
needed trees and trees needed irrigation water to
survive. He was a board member of the Capitol
Hydraulic Company, which built the City Ditch.

Photo from Robert L. Perkin, The First Hundred
Years,

An Informal History of Denver and the Rocky
| Mountain News, Doubleday and Company, Garden
: . City New York, 1959, p. 432.

Figure 5: Richard Little, 1829 - 1899, Surveyor and
Construction Manager of the City Ditch,

Creator and Owner of the Rough and Ready Flour
Mill, and Founder of Littleton, Colorado

‘ | Sketch courtesy Littleton Museum




PRIVATE LAWS

OF THE

TERRITORY OF KANSA,

PASSED AT THE SPECIAL SESSION

OF THE

E' LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY OF 1860:
Ez
=3
@ < BEGUN AT THE
-
s
_ 1;?._ CITY OF TEBRCOMPTOIT,
r’/ JANUARY 19, - 1860, AND HELD AND CONCLUDED
£

AT THE

i CITY OF LAWRENCE.

= Lo T
- »I": i 4}

i i
PUBLISEIED BY AUTEHORITYX.

5. A. MEDARY, PRINTER.



(7]

™M

- ‘gyuetnom e ‘0OyBID0SEE PIBS JO 98m oY% O3 ‘Burt
..M__Mw“owuwa MMMSAR_.&M—M@H%A ‘Bunareoor ‘Gursegoand jo o1qudeo
mE.m. o[qu eq ‘preseloje o318 puUS QWL 973 £q ‘fregs {ornseerd
IOy 98 eUWTS Ty IoNU PU? [ueB TOWWOD ¥ O8N pue oXBuI
fow $4sureSt papusjep aq put pusp ‘popuardun oq pow pesd
fpons oq Ut ous Lour ‘UOISEB00NE rensedred oAvy [[BYS ST
1wyy £q pus ‘TOHUIOOSEY WEod.ugoumEH £qunop eoqedeiry
oy} jo effss pusv ewsu 37} £q “youyw puv Me[ Ul operodroo

pue onyod £poq 8 PeymISUOD £qaioy oIe ‘'§108820008 PUB 83T

“toosse a1pgy P ‘1eqqIpPR qdesop pus Bursy p W ‘doox

-l M M DIBApE ‘ewUo0 WM ‘romqduely W ™ .B‘

sudog progony ‘Aesuswef ‘Q FUNS UYL T MOLIOES
| :smopof sv ‘sosuny fo Auopniiay;

ap o qusssy sayomba] pup doussacp o g paovua 2 9
*wopuosTy joemoscxdw] Ajuncp sogudesry ogy sjuiodoouto 1OV NV

"AXD0 9EILdVEO

——

.&ogé
‘ZEVAEN S
0981 ‘1% Lreniqa peacuddy
qrounoy) ayp fo uapsald
TIVIDHAN "M "M
soayopussasdzyy Jo asmop Jo sayvedy

‘NOLTIOD 'V SNAVISOD .
. . *Feswed sy1 Ie97%

PUB wody 900} UL 8q PUB 0°° 9eY [[eYS 198 S, "G "OHF
‘SSOUISNq_JO UOROBSUBL) 9} 10§ WrIonb ¢ SIMINSUOD [reys
woyy Jo Lyuo(sw ¢ pus ‘SI0J0RIP JO PIBOQ B HNVINSUOO [eys
oy ‘raquesopy ur Lepssn, 95¥] 043 UO PIRY oq 0} ‘faedwmos
o3 Jo Suyeow TenUWS 9Y3 8 PR 8q [[BYS OUM ‘sxog00aa1p
moj pus ‘1eamevey pus Arejoxoes Yuepisesd eols ‘yuopisexd

B0 ¢ JO I8ISU0D [[BYS hﬂ_mﬂoo pres Jo SINO o4, P 0uF

"SXS[[Op PUTEnOY3 L3y POsOXe OWH OU 98 TTRYS so1L

ssopiaerr -[IQUI[ 1] °PAQUOSQUS 9T SIB[[Op PUBSLOY} PAIPULNY SUO TG4

suoysredo eowemwod Avw §19nq 'RIS[OP PUBSNOY) PAIPUNY OAF

-z30m 3o 3O 3815100 T[eYE Auweduwoo pres jo Jooss Teydso oYL, °§ OEG

‘sosodand L3190 pus Jurmrma ‘ permy
-[nouge ‘[eotnegosm 10§ Sures oYs SUI[ONTOR puB 8uisu jo oF9[

-raud sAlsn[oXe gy 0A%Y pus ‘seswE] Jo Liojuie} ‘Soqedeiry .

j0 Lyunoo oyt ur ‘puT[ySIH PuB JeAUS( ‘CWBINY JO 8310

"SDOTNVTTEOSTR [a17 BED

S s

oy 03 spus] SurueArsiur a0 suyerd oy ssoow YoyIp 10 [rued

£q sweoxs prvs Yioq WO Ieyem oy 1o0puoo 0} pue ‘grnow s

Jo seqtm X18 WmrA jutod Luv 98 o010 Loy o paq o Eo&

I8J8A 913 105I1p 01 OS[e PUT ‘yeax0 Lr1sqy) Jo ginow oy pue

TOUETD 9NB[J 2Y} weam3eq 3097es Lew Logy qutod Luw 3% AL

W[ WINOT Y1 JO Paq Y3 WOIY e OF) 90aIIp 0} IqSHL  owna wae
9AD[0Xe pus 9m0d ogy oABY [reys Lusduoo preg -z 'oIg o wep M

. *Lronai0y s1gy

O SAT[ 93 PUB 81815 PATU() 073 JO UOKMIMSUOD O} TIM que)

-S1SU0OUT J0U ‘$0UNQ ST JO uonemIax oy3 105 smup-Aq oyew

Lwux pue ‘omsvald 18 oures oy 1037w Lum ‘ress ogvr0di00 © 243

Low fsfem upsvl [Te up ‘poxTm puw [eucsIad ‘reaz ‘Lgaodord

oses| pue ax1q ‘res pue eseyosnd ‘omen eyerodion st £q oo

-3z puv junid ‘norsssoons engediad eavy Lew Lroquray m@. Jo

noo Lo ur pusyep pue pesrd ‘pons 9q pus ons Kwwr a[f1s pus

sumsu y3y3 £q pue ,‘Saedwoy oymerpdy tondeg ,, aqs jo offis omu sysiodong
puB euren ayy sopun ‘onrrod puv ejerodioo Lpoq ® partep

Pue paword £qoisy ers ‘sejeoosse (e8] Iogy puv Sury

"H UqOop ‘aowolog 7 ‘g [PUOQOR Y f “If MAGS WL
‘srodq ‘N ‘M ‘HopweSes “y ‘zenbssp ‘g v sudog pregory ™~
‘eyqBoRlg [ WeNM ‘we[y ArusH Soofiog swwony, ‘xer)

"V wqop Yonsip ‘H S2eY) YUNH D V 49 ‘T NOLORg

: - - :Raopaiy sosupy

.\.o.@ﬁgumuﬁua.s&%&n‘%gdtggﬁuﬁ\ma%&ougssum.

*Ayunos soqudunry Jo Ausdmop omuapsE [ojidup o ayerodicont o 10V NV
"ATXD0 9HIJIVHD

*LouLaok)

. XEVQEN S
‘0981 ‘L7 Lreniqag paaorddy
Toung) oy fo usprssig
MAVEDEAIN "M "M |
*sa0yvyUssIdBY o osnof fo sawady
‘NOLTO0 'V SOAVISOD :
*o5ussed 891 1948 PUB WOLy 90IOJ UI Oq 0} 90¢ I, ‘G 'DIS
*I9PJOY0018 IO I9P[OYRIBYS [enpLAIpUL
youwe Lq owes oyr jo Iajsussy Uy Jof sa[nr aquosaid ‘smel
-£q £q ‘fvm Laedwmoo pres ogs pue ‘firedord reuosrad powoap -
eq ey Lusdmoo oYy jo SOIBYS puUB Joojs oG, ‘P '03F LR T

»1% "] - - "SNOZNVTTAOSIN %92



4 =
g «.\.\ \“\“\s \.\\\\\

5

\\.\,.\\\\\.\\. SRS Sy .\ ‘.7 Vi \.. . e ppse iy P42 s S aPPEPE] 6P \\u\«
—— ’ . : #
LAARE 4 20l T/ il \\\\ P24 .\u - ~..\\. .\~\s\
’

\S\ .9 \\\\..\\\\\\\:;.. \\..\ ..\x? siinr 7 S Al iy ’ <a\ LY \\\3\ er i Peri s

e A R X Y 1/ T 11T § paap GUR Mhg et
‘ANVIWNO) 23.&35 10L1dYY) 7 7 s ey Ot edeyg dlQ
£ tedd it p IERE sy -...-w-—mu.nhcwa ﬁm——@

v vy S e e b A S e M o s b S

e % -
i WIUS "&ID RANLD
rE LB A TS
A ewmp -,

4 Pns..r‘al:

2 @y l.-.’l..l

:,&ﬁ?t

Fig. 6. 1860 Stock Certificate. The first of its kind in Colorado .
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Figure 8: This Denver street scene taken by W. H. Jackson is likely from the mid 1870’s to
early 1880’s, based on the es

timated age of the young trees. A careful examination shows
lateral irrigation ditches adjace

nt to the street with rows of young trees between the street and
sidewalk. Note that individual homes have a bridge over the ditch to allow access to a carriage
in the street. The ditch water would have stimulated the trees to grow in the arid climate.

Photo courtesy of History Colorado
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Fig. 8.: Fourteenth Street Denver circa 1880’s. Note the small lateral ditch with water at
lower right and the footbridges across it, including one with steps to make it easier to board a
carriage. The mature trees show the positive effect the irrigation water had for their survival
and growth.

Photo by William H. Jackson, courtesy Western History Collection of Denver Public Library
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Figure 9: 1913 Boathouse at Smith Lake in ashington Park today. The Lake, originally filled
with water from the City Ditch in 1867, is arguably the oldest man-made recreational body of

water in the Denver area, still in active use.  Photo by author.
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Figure 10: The City Ditch in Denver’s Washington Park today. South Downing Street on left.
Washington Park and the City Ditch there were listed on the National Register of Historic
Places in 1976. Today, the irrigation water in the City Ditch in Washington Park continues to
flow north in a pipeline in the Ditch's original alignment to fill the lakes at the Denver Country
Club and City Park. The water from those lakes is then pumped into sprinkler systems to irri-
gate those historic green spaces. The actual water in the Ditch is reclaimed water from the
Metro Wastewater facility which has been treated to a high level. It is a wise use of a scarce
resource in our arid climate.

Photo by author.
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Fig 12. water powered Rough and Ready Mill photographed in 1926. Located at what is
today Bowles Avenue and South Santa Fe in Littleton. The mill, created by Richard Little, was
an economic engine promoting farming in the South Platte River valley and the development of
Littleton. Originally constructed in 1867, the mill burned and was rebuilt twice but after burning
a third time in 1959, it was never rebuilt.

Photo from Engineering Archives of Denver Water
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gure4,: Clty Ditch n Ito soh Rg oa toy. e Littleton Community Trail is

at the lett. The Ditch is in its original alignment, with flowing water, as when originally dug more
than 150 years ago. Photo by author.

Figure 15 City Ditch Flume over Slaughterhouse Gulch in Littleton today. This is in
Slaughterhouse Gulch Park, north of the Depot Arts Center. In the 1860’s, before the arrival of
the railroads in Denver, costs to ship structural iron from “the States” would have been
prohibitive and the original structures of this type would have been made of wood. It has been
speculated that this particular structure dates from the mid-1940’s.  Photo by author.
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gu 16: The C Ditch in Littleton, north of Slauhterhouse Gulch, today. The flowing ditch
is in the same alignment as Richard Little surveyed it and supervised its construction between
1864 and 1867. Photo by author.

Figure 17: Parshall Flume located in the ditch just above its crossing of Big Dry Creek.
Patented by Dr. Ralph L Parshall, a CSU professor in 1922, the invention made possible very
accurate measurements of flowing water. Flumes of this type ended years of controversy over
how much water was actually being used by ditch irrigators compared to their entitiement.
Photo by author.
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Figure 18: City Ditch Flume over Big Dry Creek in Englewood today. The paved trail shown
in the photograph along the Creek connects the Highline Canal Trail in Greenwood Village with
the Mary Carter Greenway Trail along the South Platte River.

Original flumes of this type would very likely have been made of wood. The Ditch was
completed and avater in the Ditch first flowed all the way to Cherry Creek in 1867. This was 3
years before the railroads were completed to Denver. Before that it would have been
prohibitively expensive to ship heavy sheet iron and steel in freight wagons across the prairie
from the East.
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Fig 13. Littleton circa 1917 with historical detail added.
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