ABANDONMENT IN THE
GREELEY-POUDRE IRRIGATION DISTRICT

by

Steven L. Scott

". .. water once passed grinds no grain."!

In the settlement history of the
Great Plains, no scheme created more
excitement than a new irrigation project.
This enthusiasm was due to the role of
water reclamation in the evolving
landscape and the perception that crop
yields increased with irrigation. It was
generally feit that the community
around an irrigation project also
benefited rom hi§her incomes and an
enlarged tax base.

Those who migrated from more
humid areas learned that the unreliable
Great Plains climate limited intensive
agriculture, and to assure a crop--even
in wel years--irrigation was necessary.
One of the earliest to explore the
region, John Wesley Powell realized
water would be the deciding factor in
regional colonization? In the normal
seitlement  progression river bottom
lands were occupied first, followed by
the first bench and finally the drainage
divides.

The settlement sequence in the
Cache la Poudre River Valley of
northeastern Colorado conformed to the
Great Plains model. Prior to 1870,
irrigation was limited to land in the river
bottom; then, with increasing numbers
of people in the Valley, Poudre River
water was diverted to the first bench.
During the next phase, longer ditches
brought irrigation water to lands farther
from the river, and the Union Colony
(now Greeley) was established, (1870).
Within a year, two ditches had been
dug, one ten and the other thirty miles
long, capable of irrigating over 50,000
acres. The final irrigation period

occurred when all local reserves were
allocated and water was needed [rom
outside the region.*

Shortly after the turn of the
century a new water diversion scheme
and irrigation project--the
Greeley-Poudre Irrigation District--was
promoted in northeast Colorado. Water
for the enterprise was to be transferred
from the Laramie River via a two mile
tunnel.(Figure 1) Laramie River water
then was expected to flow downstream
on the Poudre to fill storage reservoirs
and irrigate about 125000 acres
northeast of Greeley.
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Prospects of new irrigation in the
drylands of northeast Colorado
generated great excitement. In October
1908, the Greeley Tribune published a
special issue entitled "The Great
Prosperity Edition.” This publication
outlined accomplishments of completed
irrigation ventures in the Cache la
Poudre River Valley, and at the same
time eneouraged support for the
proposed project. Favarable articles,
eventually incorporated into promotional
literature for financial markets, were
written by well-known and respected
water developers. For example, Charles
Hansen wrote, ". . . does it pay to
transform land that was five years ago
sold for $1.50 an acre, into land that
witl sell for $100 an acre as soon as the
watcr comes and the first crop put in?
This question is a sufficient answer."

By the end of July 1911 the
Grecley-Poudre Irrigation District had
been formed, construction bonds sold
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and the diversion tunnel completed. In
anticipation of the needs of district
farmers, two railroad spur lines were
built and eight new towns were
established.(Figure 2) Mr. Hansen was
50 Optimistic about the project he
predicted the District would soon
support a population of 20,000 10
25,000.¢

Despite favorable publicity and
much local fanfare, the Greeley-Poudre
Irrigation District was a failure. The
project was doomed by several
inter-related factors, not the least of
which were errors and miscalculations
by those promoling it. For one thing,
boosters underestimated the flow of the
Laramie River. Much more important,
however, was the boosters’ disregard of
the law. Even though “prior
appropriation,” the basic water doctrine
of the west, had been incorporated into
the Colorado constitution, Wyoming’s
water claims were ignored.
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The Politics of Waler

Resistance by Wyoming 1u diversion
of the Laramie surfaced soon after
details of the project were made public,
As Figure 1 illustrates, (heé headwaters
of the Taramie River arc in Colorado,
but the stream fows for most of its
course through Wyoming, In 1911,
fearing it would lose all rights, (he State
of Wyoming filed suit in tbe Tlnited
States Supreme Count, secking to enjoin
Colorado from diventing approprialed
walet.

Wyoming based its suit on wo
arguments. First, it claimed that it had
legal rights which required that watcr
could not be diverted from the Laramie
watershed without its consént, Second,
it held that the doctrine of “prior
appropriation”™ gave Wynming water
users rights senior to thase of fhe
proposed  diversion. For its part,
Colorado claimed rights to dispose of
"any part of all of the waters fiowing in
the portion of the river within her
borders.”’ Colorado also argued that the
propased diversion would not exceed ils
share of Laramie water, and an
aequate supply was availadvie to satisly
Wyoming's senior approprisiors.®

In February of 1915, the governors
and other officials of Colorado and
Wyoming gathered in Cheyenne 1o try
and sellle the dispute amicably.
However, resistance 10 sctllement was
strong, especially i Wyoming where
former Govermor Carey and the
Laramie Republican werc vocal in their
opposition.” When panies Lo the suit
[ailed to agree, the coniroversy moved
to the Uniled States Supreme Coun,

The case, Wyoming v. Colorada,
was presented Lo the Supreme Court in
December 1916. Initial arguments were
made, and the Supreme Court asked
attorneys for each side o retum in
1918, prepafed 1o pay special altention
10 the amount of water involved.”® Both

sides presented their argurnents in 1918
and agan in 1922. Finally, in June 1922,
ihe Supteme Cournt issued its verdicl—in
favor of Wyoming !l

The Court found prior
appropriation to be in effect in both
slates, and declared (ha) the doctrine
would determie disiriution of the
Latamie, In addition, it was determined
that after Colorado’s senior
appropriations were deducted, 288,000
acre feel remained to be distributed and
Wwoming had prior rights to 272,500,
Onfy 15500 acre feet remained for
Colorado, clearly nol enough waler (o
irrigate 125,000 acres.”

The Supreme Count ruling should
have cunailed promotion, but boosiers
were  nol  easity  discouraged.  An
additional $300,000 was raised, some
ditches were lined, and the McGrew
Reservoir  inlet  was  completed.
Oplimism contipued 1o soar, and even
as lale as 17 Seplember 1926, 2,600
pcopic atiended a pitnic 1 Noan,
Colorado, to celebrate the future
prospects  of the  Greeley-Poudre
Irrigation District and the benefits that
water would bring. Al the big event,
County Commissioner  Straight
predicted, "within a few years people
who have been here before won't know
the wown of Nunn or the country
roundabout"® Later, District officials
also discussed the pussibility of raising
more capital to bulld another diversion
1o bring Colorado River water to the
Poudre.

By the 19205, though, the Districl
was forced to renl water 7o other
irrigation companics Lo raisc cush to pay
cperating expenses, and the OGreat
Depression finally cnded the boosters’
false hopes. Final dissolutjion occurred
in 1945 when about 20,000 gcres and
lax sajes certificates worth §1,020,000
were sold at public auction for about 10
cents on the dollar.™



The Project’s Legacy
Two railroad spurs, completed in
1910, were  built to serve the

Greceley-Poudre Irrigation District. By
the end of 1911 town plats had been
filed for eight communitics along the
new rail lines—Galeton, Gill, Camfield,
Briggsdale, Purcell, Barnesville, Cornish
and Fosston. Each town was a typical
Great Plains service:center, but thanks
to the project’s failure, their public
institutions had exceedingly brief lives.
All had post offices, but even before the
Supreme Court had made its ruling,
they began to close. Camfield’s was the
first, and others soon foliowed; by 1989,
only Briggsdale, Galeton and Gill had
operating post offices. Public schools
were also opened in every town, but
because the population in each school
district was small, enrollments were
modest. By the 194849 school year the
Fosston district had been dissotved, and
Barnesville, Purcell and Cornish had
fewer than 30 children enrolled.®® In
1989, schools remained open in
Briggsdale and Galeton, although
Galeton enrolled students only from
kindergarten through fourth grade. Of
the eight communities founded to serve
the Greeley-Poudre Irrigation District
only three--Galeton, Gill and
Briggsdale-continue to provide goods
and services. Galeton and Gill remain
because of high quality farmiand that is
jrrigated from the successful
Colorado-Big Thompson Project, or
from wells—not from Greeley-Poudre
water. Briggsdale (Figure 3) is the only
surviving village actually located in the
Greeley-Poudre  Imrigation  District.
Briggsdale’s persistence is due to its
location on Colorado State Highway 14,
the main east-west highway through the
northern part of Weld County. It
services a large trade area, and its
amenities include churches, a grain
elevator, and a motel.
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Figure 3
Briggsdale, Colorado, A Surviving Place

Camfield, Purcell, Barnesville,
Cornish and Fosston were abandoned
many years ago. Buildings remain at
some of the town sites and business
structures have been converted to
residences at others, but the towns as
viable entities no longer exist. Camfield,
in fact, has totally disappeared. The
town was platted in 1909 and according
to one source,” . . . included neatly
graded streets, a general store, a lumber
yard and several homes."® Today the
old site is inaccessible with most of it
under cultivation.

Other relics of the Greceley-Poudre
Irrigation District are still observable in
the landscape. Particularly noticeable are
railroad grades--Union Pacific planners
and developers thought the spur lines
would eventually serve an area that
included about 150,000 irrigated acres,
but when the Supreme Court ruled
against the District, they were
abandoned. Removal of the line
between Galeton and Purcell began in
1943, and was completed by 1965. Only
grades and oid bridges are still in
evidence.(Figure 4)

Much of the irmrigation project
infrastructure was completed and it, too,
remains prominent in the landscape.



Figure 4
Abandoned Railroad Bridge Across a
Dry Wash

The original project called for the
building of about 150 miles of ditches
and laterals plus several reservoirs. A
tunne! linking the Laramie River and
Cache la Poudre was opened in 1911,
and continues to divert limited amounts
of water. With the failure of the project,
though, most of the infrastructure was
abandoned.

Finally, decaying farms are a
significant part of the contemporary
regional landscape. In his study of the
Purcell area, D. Brooks Green
determined that during promotion and
development of the irrigation district
between 1905 and 1915, 116 quarter
sections in the 20 square miles around
Purcell changed ownership.'” As

Figure 5
Abandoned Farm in
District

the Irrigation

illustrated in Figure 5, many of these
farmsteads are now deserted, and only
foundations remain as evidences of
farmer dreams.

Among water dcvelopment schemcs
in the Western United States the
Laramie-Poudre project was modest,
but its impact had far-reaching effects.
Wyoming v. Colorado was a precedent-
setting case frequently cited in
subsequent litigation all over the west."®
The contemporary landscape of the
former  Greeley-Poudre  Irrigation
District presents yet another reminder
of the legacy of boosterism. The fruits
of speculation, greed and their ill effects
remain--nol only sitrewn about the
landscape--but in the national psyche.
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