
olorado
Reader

Connecting Colorado educators and students to their food, fiber, fuel, and natural resources.

Where does our water come from?

How do you use water?

In the space below, list ways 

in which we use water.
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The story of water in Colorado starts in our mountains. 

Colorado is known as a headwater state. This means that 

all the precipitation that falls in our state flows OUT of 

the state, and no water flows INTO the state. There are 

only two states in the United States that are headwater 

states. One is Colorado and the other is Hawaii.  

Our state also has many watersheds. Watersheds 

are sometimes called drainage basins. This means 

a watershed is an area of land where rain or snow 

drains into a stream or other water body. Ridges of 

higher ground form boundaries between watersheds. 

Rain falling on one side of the higher ground flows 

toward the low point of one watershed, while rain 

falling on the other side of the boundary flows 

toward the low point of a different watershed.  
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The Story of Water
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Snow that falls high in the mountains can sometimes stay 

frozen for a long time and this is a good way that nature 

provides to store our water. When that snow melts, the 

water then flows downhill towardS the rivers and streams.  

Colorado has eight major river basins based on our 

geography, and a ninth basin in the city of Denver. 

These basins form areas that provide borders for the 

rivers geographically and also are used by people to 

organize and manage our water. There are groups of 

people who come together to help manage each basin. 

These groups are called Roundtables. These people 

work together to solve the water challenges we face.  
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On the map below, complete these steps:

Step 1:  Place a star 

where you live.

Step 2:  Color your 

watershed yellow.

Step 3:  Color the South 

Platte Watershed orange.

Step 4:  Draw diagonal lines 

on the watersheds that have 

rivers that will carry water 

toward the Atlantic Ocean.

Step 5:  Draw horizontal lines 

on the watersheds that carry 

water to the Pacific Ocean.

Step 6:  Draw a compass 

rose on the map to indicate 

North, East, South, and West.

Step 7:  The ninth water basin, 

the one around the city of 

Denver, is missing from this 

map, can you draw it in?

Locating Your Watershed
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Historical Perspective:  

Benjamin Eaton

Can you imagine vast open 

rangeland covered with only cactus 

and grasses covering the South 

Platte River Basin? No farms in 

sight? This is what the Colorado 

Front Range would have looked 

like had it not been for someone 

who did not let unexpected turns 

in his life make him quit. Through 

persistence and using what we 

have learned from the past, people 

can take those unexpected turns 

and create something memorable, 

just like a man named Benjamin.  

Imagine a young man who in the 

early 1800s joined the Ohio Line 

Railroad’s engineering crew to 

survey the lands westward. He 

spent the summers farming 

and the winters teaching school 

with no idea what his future might 

hold. Life took a tragic turn in 

1857, when his wife passed away 

giving birth to his son, Aaron. After 

this heartbreak, the 21-year-old, 

left his son with his mother and 

traveled west to Iowa where he 

purchased a farm. Two years later, 

he would join a group from Iowa 

that would travel even further west 

to join the thousands of “59ers” 

who were going west to find gold! 

This young man’s name was 

Benjamin Eaton. You may know of 

a town named after him in Weld 

County. In 1859, Benjamin and other 

farmers from Iowa traveled through 

the San Juan country of Colorado 

looking for illusive gold. They were 

unsuccessful and most headed back 

to farm in Iowa, but not Benjamin. 

He decided to take a turn south and 

experiment with irrigation ditches 

in New Mexico as a part of the 

Maxwell land grant. Who knew that 

this detour would later become one 

of the foundations for his lasting 

impact on the state of Colorado?

In 1862, during the Civil War, 

Benjamin Eaton joined up with 

Colonel “Kit” Carson in New Mexico. 

The Civil War campaign ended 

quickly for Benjamin and he headed 

back to visit his son in Ohio and 

marry a woman named Rebecca Hill.  

Rebecca, Aaron, Benjamin, and two 

more of their children left Ohio 

and traveled west to Colorado. 

Benjamin Eaton had noticed the 

land on his previous journeys and 

thought that with irrigation this 

Colorado land could produce many 

crops. He settled near Windsor and 

purchased 25,000 acres laying claim 

to the Cache la Poudre River waters 

from the Union Pacific Railroad. 

There he began to create irrigation 

systems that would forever change 

the future of Colorado by allowing 

farmers to have access to water.

In1870, Nathan Meeker, was sent 

west by Horace Greeley to the 

confluence of the South Platte and 

Poudre Rivers to start a colony. 

Confluence means the junction of 

two rivers. The colony was called 

Union Colony but is now known 

as Greeley. The farmers of the 

colony would need 

Benjamin Eaton
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water for their crops in this semi-

arid location. Nathan Meeker talked 

to Benjamin Eaton who promised 

to help build a ditch that would 

be critical to the colony’s farms. 

Eaton would not give up, even when 

things got tough. Gophers digging 

holes through the canal and even a 

fight between two neighboring towns 

would not stop Eaton. Canal No. 1, 

Larimer Canal No. 2, and even the 

Windsor Reservoir were completed 

because of the perseverance of Eaton 

and others. Because of their efforts, 

water was flowing to different parts of 

the Front Range bringing with it a boost 

to the areas agriculture and economics.

Benjamin Eaton continued to try new 

challenges and became the Justice 

of the Peace and a Weld County 

commissioner. He even served in the 

territorial legislature. In 1884, Benjamin 

Eaton became the fourth governor of 

Colorado where he continued to work 

on improving farming and irrigation 

systems in the state. He was given 

the nickname “the farmer governor.”

Learning from each of the experiences 

that he had, Benjamin Eaton made 

a difference in Colorado that still 

impacts our state today and turned 

the South Platte River valley into 

a vital agricultural region. 

Geographic Precipitation Imbalance
Did you know? Nearly 80 percent of the water in Colorado 

is on the West Slope. More than 80 percent of Colorado’s 

population and irrigation water demands are on the East 

Slope. This is called a geographic precipitation imbalance.

One-third of an acre-foot of water is delivered to an average 

home every year. An acre-foot is 326,000 gallons or enough 

water to cover a football field 12 inches deep. Sixty percent of 

the water is used inside the home for your showers, laundry, 

cooking, cleaning, and other uses. The remaining 40 percent is 

used outside. A small fraction of water used outside returns to the 

stream eventually. Of the water used inside the house, 95 percent 

returns to the stream through the treatment system. Rainfall and 

snowmelt on roofs and pavement flows directly to streams.
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“Google It” South Platte Basin Challenge

A  This town was first called 

Orr, but was confused with Orr, 

California and Carr, Colorado. 

This town got its name from the 

founder’s mother’s maiden name

B  In about 1892, a railroad built 

a side station at this location 

north of Greeley. It was named 

after the English word for alfalfa.

C  In 1859, Horace Greeley 

took a tour of the West and 

was impressed with the 

agricultural possibilities of the 

area. He told Nathan Meeker to 

start a Union Colony. Meeker 

named it after Horace.

D  This town was named after 

a doctor who homesteaded the 

area in 1886. His son named the 

town after his dad 21 years later.

E  This town borders the South 

Platte River and was founded 

in 1871. French explorers who 

discovered the Platte river 

described it as “a mile wide and 

an inch deep.”  This town is named 

after this river. 

 

F  Oliver T. Jackson started this 

town in 1910 as the only black 

colony in the state of Colorado. 

The name came from the 

founders who wanted people 

to know that as farmers their 

fields were “dear to them.”

G  This town was first called 

Zita. The Union Pacific Railroad 

renamed it to “Gale” after a 

railroad official. The name was 

later changed to its current 

form so that it would not 

be confused with “Gill.”

H  This town lies just two 

miles south of the state line 

in northern Weld County and 

is named for a cattle breed.

I  In 1862, Benjamin Eaton built 

a farm on this present location. It 

was originally called New Liberty, 

but the name was later changed to 

the name of a former Fort Collins 

circuit-riding Methodist minister.

J  Incorporated in 1892, the town 

was founded by a prominent 

builder of irrigation projects in 

the area. He was later elected 

governor of Colorado.

History behind the name of the town:

Name of South Platte Basin town:

  ________Johnstown

 ________Dearfield

 ________Fort Lupton

 ________Eaton

 ________Galeton

 ________Windsor

 ________Platteville

 ________Mead

 ________Lucerne

 ________LaSalle

 ________Kersey

 ________Nunn

 ________Keenesburg

 ________Hereford

 ________Greeley

Here are some towns in the South 

Platte River Basin and the way they 

were named. See if you can match the 

name of the South Platte Basin town 

with the history behind the name of 

the town…it is fair to “Google It!”

K
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K  Harvey Parish named this 

town when he thought his son 

was dying from appendicitis. 

His son, John, survived and 

later became the mayor of 

the town named after him!

L  Should this town be spelled 

as one word or two? Even town 

officials debate this question. 

This town was named after a 

famous French explorer.

M  This town has a tower that 

encourages people passing 

through to “watch the town grow.” 

It was first called Maynard, but 

had its name changed due to 

the heroic actions of its current 

namesake who saw a bridge 

burning and ran down the railroad 

tracks flagging down an oncoming 

train. The railroad company 

renamed the town in his honor.

N  A sign that reads “Home of 

500 Happy People and a Few 

Soreheads” is in front of a town that 

used to be a telegraph office and 

was named for a rancher in the area.

O  This town was established in 

1882. Its namesake a lieutenant 

in the army leading an expedition 

through the Rocky Mountains first 

started it in 1835. He established 

a trading post at this site. He 

first named it Fort Lancaster.
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Can you find all these words in the Wordfind?

ABIOTIC 

AQUATIC 

BIOTIC 

DEPOSITION 

DIVIDE 

ECOSYSTEM 

EROSION 

FLOODPLAIN 

GROUNDWATER 

RIPARIAN 

RUNOFF 

SEDIMENT 

TRIBUTARY 

TURBIDITY 

WATERSHED 

WEATHERING 

WETLAND 
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Colorado’s population has grown 

from 1 million in 1930 to more than 

5 million today. The population is 

projected to grow at even faster rates 

in the future. So how do we ensure 

that this population growth doesn’t 

change what we know and love about 

our state - such as our precious natural 

resources, and especially, our water 

resources? When it comes to our water, 

Colorado’s Water Plan has answers.

The Colorado Water Plan provides 

solutions to Colorado’s water 

challenges. It also identifies ways 

in which we will continue to find 

solutions to our water challenges 

into the future. If Colorado’s water 

is managed strategically, our 

state has enough water to meet 

our needs well into the future. 

How many of the water conservation 

tips on the right can you start 

doing? Check with your city’s 

water department for more 

ways and helpful resources to 

conserve water in your home. 

1.  Turn off the tap while brushing your teeth. Water comes out 

of the average faucet at 2.5 gallons per minute. Don’t let all that 

water go down the drain while you brush! Turn off the faucet after 

you wet your brush, and leave it off until it’s time to rinse.

2. Turn off the tap while washing your hands. Do you need the water to 

run while you’re scrubbing your hands? Save a few gallons of water and 

turn the faucet off after you wet your hands until you need to rinse.

3. Fix your leaks. Fixing leaky faucets can mean big water savings.

4. Re-use your pasta cooking liquid. Instead of dumping that water 

down the drain, try draining your pasta water into a large pot. Once it 

cools, you can use it to water your plants. Just make sure you wait, because 

if you dump that boiling water on your plants, you might harm them.

5. Head to the car wash. If the car needs to be washed, ask your parents to take it 

to a car wash that recycles the water, rather than washing at home with the hose.

6. Cut your showers short. Older shower heads can use 

as much as five gallons of water per minute. Speed things 

up in the shower for some serious water savings.

7. Choose efficient fixtures. Buying a low-flow toilet, choosing 

efficient shower heads, and opting for a water efficient dishwasher 

and washing machine can add up to big water savings.

8. Shrink your lawn. Even better: lose the lawn completely. Instead, opt 

for a xeriscaped landscape that incorporates low-water ground cover, 

succulents, and other plants that thrive in drought conditions.

Meeting Colorado’s Water Needs


