
W
hen Congress 
was considering 
whether to allow 
Colorado Territory 

to become a state in the 1870s, 
there were plenty of  naysayers.

One Philadelphia newspaper 
argued that the territory of  Col-
orado only “consists of  Denver, 
the Kansas-Pacific Railway, and 
scenery. The mineral resources 
of  Colorado exist in the imagi-
nation. 
The agri-
cultural 
resourc-
es do not 
exist at 
all.”

Others 
com-
plained 
that Col-
orado’s 
popula-
tion was 
too small to justify statehood. 
Just a few days before Congress 
passed the Colorado Statehood 
Enabling Act in March 1875, 
the Cincinnati Enquirer wrote: 
“There is no sense, there is no 
justice, in giving a few thou-
sand miners who are tran-
siently located in the mines of  
Colorado a State authority with 
two Senators, the same as New 
York and Ohio.”

Colorado’s population was 
believed to be about 40,000 at 
the time, while New York and 
Ohio both had populations in 
the millions.

Newspaper opposition to 
Colorado statehood wasn’t uni-
versal in the East and Midwest. 
Many newspapers supported 
it and accused opponents of  be-
ing more concerned about po-
litical power than population 
or natural resources. Colorado 
Territory was strongly Repub-
lican, and Democrats didn’t 
want to see more Republicans 
in Congress. Consequently 
they “will resort to any means 
to prevent the admission” of  
Colorado as a state, said the 
Dodge County Citizen newspa-
per of  Wisconsin.

Despite the objections and 
attempts to block the Enabling 
Act for Colorado statehood, it 
was passed on March 3, 1875, 
with more than a two-thirds 
majority in the House. A com-
panion bill to also make New 
Mexico a state was killed.

Now it was up to the people 
of  Colorado.

The legislation passed 
in Congress and signed by 
President Ulysses S. Grant 
required the citizens of  the 
territory to write and approve 
a constitution. The Enabling 
Act also included two other 
important stipulations: First, 
no inhabitants of  Colorado 
could be persecuted based on 
their religious beliefs. Second, 
the state was prohibited from 
ever making a claim by “right 
or title” to any of  the unappro-
priated federal public lands 
within the state boundaries.

The state constituion was 
approved on July 1, 1876, and 
there were huge gatherings 

along Colorado’s Front Range 
on July 4, to celebrate both the 
centennial of  the United States 
and Colorado’s impending 
statehood.

When President Grant 
signed the proclamation 
officially making Colorado a 
state on Aug. 1, 1876, it didn’t 
provoke the same celebration. 
Even so, it was that signature 
with the presidential pen 
through which Colorado offi-
cially became the 38th state in 
the United States.

It was only 18 years earlier 
that gold had been discovered 
at Cherry Creek, and the rush 
to Colorado began. Yet, by 1876, 
there had already been multi-
ple attempts to make what was 
initially called the Pike’s Peak 
Region into a state.

Originally part of  Kansas 
Territory, there were elections 
held in the gold-boom region 
as early as 1859 to create a sep-
arate territory that could then 
move to become a state. At first 
it was to be called Jefferson 
Territory, in honor of  our third 
president, then Idaho Territo-
ry. Finally, the name Colorado 
Territory was agreed upon, 
and Congress approved it as a 
separate territory in 1861.

The first proposal for state-
hood came in 1859, even before 
Colorado became its own 
territory, when a group of  
miners and others organized 
a meeting to draft a consti-
tution for the proposed State 
of  Jefferson. An election was 
held along Colorado’s Front 
Range, but the measure was 
overwhelmingly defeated.

The next attempt came in 
1864, during the Civil War, 

when Republicans were 
looking for more electoral 
votes to help re-elect Abraham 
Lincoln. That proposal was 
rejected by voters in Colora-
do, however, especially in the 
southern part of  the state. 
Many voters were wary of  the 
taxation requirements state-
hood would bring.

Attempts to win statehood 
for Colorado were made again 
in 1865 and1866, but President 
Andrew Johnson vetoed the 
first effort, and the U.S. Senate 
rejected the second one. John-
son also rejected a subsequent 
attempt in 1867. And, although 
bills for Colorado statehood 
were introduced in 1868, there 
was little support for them in 
Congress.

When President Grant re-
placed Johnson in 1869, there 
were renewed efforts for Col-
orado statehood. They stalled, 
however, in part because Ter-
ritorial Gov. Edward McCook, 
a Civil War friend of  Grant’s, 
was embroiled in multiple con-
troversies and scandals.

When Grant agreed to re-
move McCook and replace him 
with John Routt, congressional 
opposition to Colorado state-
hood declined significantly. 
Routt became the last territo-
rial governor of  Colorado and 
the first governor of  the state 
of  Colorado.

Fifty years after Grant is-
sued his proclamation making 
Colorado a state, Colorado His-
tory Magazine celebrated the 
anniversary with an issue de-
voted to the Centennial State’s 
early history. A half-dozen 
authors recounted the story of  
how Colorado became a state, 

and extolled the many virtues 
of  the state.

One of  those writers was Ed-
ward D. Foster, who in 1926 was 
Commissioner of  the Colorado 
State Board of  Immigration. 
Foster dismissed as unimport-
ant early inhabitants such as 
Native Americans and Hispan-
ics who were in the state prior 
to the discovery of  gold in 1858. 
It was the American settlers 
who made Colorado into a 
state, he suggested.

“Gold was the magnet which 
brought the first permanent 
population to the territory, and 
upon the heels of  increased 
population followed agricul-
tural and industrial develop-
ment,” he wrote. Agriculture 
was Colorado’s number one 
industry in 1926, with crops, 
livestock and poultry produc-
tion totaling was more than 
$200 million annually.

Gold and the production 
of  other minerals were still 
important, but coal mining 
had become equally critical 
to the state’s economy, Foster 
noted. Furthermore, oil had 
become “second only to gold” 
in its appeal to the public, and 
production was in millions of  
barrels a year.

But the real bonanza in 
oil production was awaiting 
development on Colorado’s 
Western Slope, Foster said. In 
1926, oil shale was “destined 
for immediate development” 
and according to conservative 
estimates the oil shale fields in 
Colorado contained “not less 
than 67 billion barrels of  crude 
oil.”

However, a different author 
in the August 1926 edition 

of  The Colorado Magazine 
recognized another important 
industry that was developing 
in the state: tourism. And he 
refuted some of  the criticisms 
from a half  century earlier.

Theodore F. Van Wagenen 
was a mining engineer who 
moved to Colorado in 1871, and 
had been present when state-
hood was approved.

“We can fairly point with 
satisfaction to what Colorado 
has accomplished during its 
half  century of  life,” Van Wa-
genen wrote. He listed poula-
tion growth and economic ac-
complishments from mining, 
agriculture and industry.

Then he noted that Colora-
do’s scenic landscape, which 
was once derided as a “moun-
tainous and forbidding region” 
by Easterners “has become 
one of  the great summer play-
grounds of  the continent.” By 
1926, people from the East were 
coming to Colorado in “ever 
increasing thousands” to enjoy 
the state’s mountains and its 
scenery, he noted.

Sources: Early newspaper 
articles at www.newspapers.
com; The Colorado Magazine, 
August 1926; “The Rocky 
Road to Statehood: Colorado 
Statehood and the Contested 
Election of  1876,” by Matt 
Bergh and Susan Shulten, 
DU Undergraduate Research 
Journal Archive, Vol. 5, Issue 
1, https://digitalcommons.
du.edu/duurj/vol5/iss1/6; 
“Seventeen Years to State-
hood,” by Katherine Mercier, 
The Colorado Magazine, July 
28, 2026.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is 
bobsilbernagel@gmail.com.
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LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
Even before it officially became a state, Colorado joined with Kansas to create an exhibition at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition beginning in 
March 1876. The exhibit showcased some of the products and wildlife of Colorado and Kansas.

COLORADO STATE ARCHIVES
The cover of the original Colorado Constitution, which was 
approved by voters in Colorado Territory on July 1, 1876, 
making it possible for Colorado to become a state.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
President Ulysses S. Grant, who signed the proclamation on Aug. 1, 
1876, making Colorado a state.

PUBLIC DOMAIN
John L. Routt served as the last governor of Colorado 
Territory and became the first governor of the state of 
Colorado.
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PATH TO STATEHOOD
Colorado becoming more than a territory required overcoming 

opposition from both out of state and within


