
          Colorado had been visited by the white man as early as 

Coronado’s expedition in 1540. In the following centuries, 

until the early 1800s, occasional French, Spanish or Ameri-

can frontiersmen and explorers would roam the Rockies, but 

the area remained primarily the domain of the Arapahoe, 

Cheyenne and Ute Indians. 

          After the successful Lewis and Clark expedition (1803 

– 1806), President Thomas Jefferson sent young Lieutenant 

Zebulon Pike and 15 soldiers in 1806 to explore the Rocky 

Mountain area. Pike had explored the Mississippi River to its 

source a year earlier. On November 15, 1806, Pike and his 

men first saw the “Grand Peak,” as they called it. The Ute 

Indians called it “Sun Mountain.” Pike unsuccessfully tried 

to climb the peak. Although he never realized his attempt, 

the mountain was later named Pikes Peak in his honor. Pike 

died during the War of 1812 commanding U.S. troops at 

York (Toronto), Ontario. 

         Following Pike, John C. Fremont led an expedition of 55 men in 1845, along with Kit 

Carson, to find the source of the Arkansas River. His exploration was cut short, and he quickly 

made a dramatic detour to California to help wrestle the area away from the Mexicans. 

          The first permanent military post and settlement in Colorado was Fort Massachusetts in 

1852, designed to protect travelers and settlers in the San Luis Valley from Indian attack. Built 

along Ute Creek, between the Sangre de Cristo and San Juan mountain ranges and east of the 

present-day city of Alamosa, the fort was technically in New Mexico territory.  The fort was 

described as "a well-built stockade of pine logs, ten feet in height, and enclosing very comfort-

able quarters for one hundred and fifty men." 

          Following the Christmas massacre at Fort Pueblo in 1854, troops assembled at Fort 

Massachusetts for a campaign against the Indians who were responsible. After six months of action, the Mohuache Utes and their 

allies, the Jicarilla Apaches, were decisively beaten. As a result, they ceded their lands in the San Luis Valley.  

          By 1858 it became apparent that the site of Fort Massachusetts was not a very appropriate one. Surrounding marsh lands made 

the fort precarious. It was also vulnerable to Indian attack and to extreme winter weather. It was 

decided to move the settlement six miles north to a new fort, 

called Fort Garland. Unlike Fort Massachusetts, Fort Garland was 

build of adobe in a plaza format as was typical of the surrounding 

villages. It had accommodations for two companies of Dragoons, 

about a hundred men. At one time, Kit Carson was commandant.  

          About this same time, Green Russell and his brother came 

to Colorado from Georgia in search of gold. He and his party 

prospected in what is now the Denver area, but they were unsuc-

cessful. Some men left, but Russell and twelve others stayed on. 

In July 1858 they panned several hundred dollars worth of gold 

from Dry Creek near Englewood. This was the first “pay dirt” 

found in Colorado, and news of the discovery brought thousands 

into the area a year later, beginning the famous “Pikes Peak or 

Bust” gold rush of 1859.   And that, as they say, is history. 

    Source:  Colorado Historical Society 
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A drawing of Fort Massachusetts 

(1852) - “a well-built stockade of pine 

logs, ten feet in height.” 

The adobe fortress at Fort Garland, six 

miles north of Fort Massachusetts.  

Kit Carson, 1809 - 1868. Fron-

tiersman, scout, Indian agent and 

military commandant.  


