
Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: U.S. Highway (US) 385

Highway Location:

Counties: Sedgwick, Phillips, Yuma, Kit Carson, Cheyenne, Kiowa, Prowers
Length (Miles): 216.213

OAHP Site Numbers (for previously recorded segments, if applicable)*:

Discussion of Site Forms (for previously recorded segments, if applicable):

Generally the history given in the Colorado Cultural Resource Inventory forms available in Compass for US 385 rely on 
information from Highways to the Sky (Associated Cultural Resource Experts, 2002) and Colorado State Roads and 
Highways, National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property Submission (MPS).  One exception is the form for 
5PW.171.2 that provides a limited amount of historical data not given in those documents.  US 385 from Springfield, 
Baca County, to Cheyenne Wells, Cheyenne County, was documented for Highways to the Sky and included on forms 
for 5BA.879, 5PW.171, and 5CH.198.  

Historic Districts located within 250 feet of highway (OAHP Site Number and Name)*:

CDOT Route Nos. and Milepost (MP) Limits:

CDOT Route Route Description

385A From SH 50B in Granada North via Bristol To SH 96D West of Sheridan Lake

385B From SH 96-D in Sheridan Lake North To SH 40-H east of Cheyenne Wells

385C From SH 40H in Cheyenne Wells North via Burlington To SH 36D east of Idalia

385D From SH 36-D Northeast of Idalia North via Wray and Holyoke To SH 138-A East of Julesburg

385E From SH 138-A west of Julesburg Northwest To  the Nebraska State Line

Site NameAssessment DateAssessmentOAHP Site No.

5BA.879.1 Field not eligible 1/28/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 385 - SEGMENT

5CH.198.1 Field not eligible 1/28/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 385 - SEGMENT

5KW.121.1 Field not eligible 1/28/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 385 - SEGMENT

5PW.171.1 Field not eligible 1/28/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 385 - SEGMENT

5PW.171.2 Field not eligible 1/23/2003 STATE HIGHWAY 385 - SEGMENT

Assessment (If Applicable)District NameOAHP Site No.

None No historic districts are found on or adjacent to this highway
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: U.S. Highway (US) 385

Historical Data:

Colorado Cultural Resource Inventory forms for previously recorded segments of this highway were reviewed for 
historical background information (see OAHP Site Numbers above).  In addition, a historical summary of this highway 
is included in Highways to the Sky.  This information was used to complete the statement of significance.  One 
change is noted below in the historical summary in Highways to the Sky.

Below is a reiteration of key points in the history of US 385 found in Highways to the Sky, with a brief augmentation of 
historical data related to US 385 along eastern Colorado:

US 385 runs through the eastern edge of Colorado from the Oklahoma border north to the Nebraska border, through 
eight counties (see above) and the towns of Campo, Springfield, Lamar, Granada, Bristol, Sheridan Lake, Cheyenne 
Wells, Burlington, Wray, Holyoke, and Julesburg.  The highway is cosigned with US 50 as it heads west from 
Granada to Lamar, and cosigned with US 287 from Lamar south to the Oklahoma state line. 

Farm settlement came late to the southeastern plains of Colorado, but along the Arkansas River in this region some 
of the earliest settlement in the state took place, with the Mountain Branch of the Santa Fe Trail following the 
Arkansas River and its tributary, the Purgatoire River, across what is now southeastern Colorado.  The segment of 
US 385 that is cosigned with US 50 between Lamar and Granada follows this corridor along the south side of the 
Arkansas River (although it does not run concurrently with the route of the Santa Fe Trail, which followed the 
Arkansas River on the north side of the river).  It should be noted that, although Highways to the Sky implies that this 
part of US 385/US 50 also follows the route of the Fort Union Military Road (also known as the Granada-Fort Union 
Wagon Road and the Fort Leavenworth Road), this is not correct.  The latter ran along a diagonal route (northeast to 
southwest) from Granada to the New Mexico border, and its only intersection with US 385 is approximately halfway 
between Lamar and Springfield, or about 5 miles north of Two Buttes Creek, at approximately MP 51 (Santa Fe Trail 
Scenic and Historic Byway Management Plan, 2008).  The form for 5PW.171.2 indicates that US 385/US 287 follows 
the alignment of a wagon road connecting Lamar to Springfield in the mid-1880s, when those two towns were first 
established; however, the direct source was not cited in the form. 

Farm settlement in eastern Colorado and along the US 385 corridor was driven by the Homestead Act of 1862 and 
later, the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909 and the Stock Raising Act of 1916.  Irrigated lands along the Arkansas 
River made possible by the 1887 Fort Lyon Canal allowed (and continue to allow) crop farming, as does irrigation in 
the northern part of the state and, sporadically, elsewhere along the US 385 corridor.  Since the 1860s the high plains 
of eastern Colorado have provided lands for livestock grazing.  The Homestead “boom” of the 1910s and 1920s gave 
way to a long series of drought years with the Dust Bowl and Great Depression, decimating the region’s dryland (non-
irrigated) farms, leading many farmers to sell out to cattle ranchers.  As the region recovered, irrigated farming and 
better soil management practices allowed farmers to re-establish in some areas, but ranching continues to be a key 
economic driver in most of the eastern edge of the state (USDA Census of Agriculture, 2012).

North of Cheyenne Wells, the route of current US 385 compares favorably with its 1916 alignment, in which it was 
comprised of the following collection of State Highways (SH): SH 9S from Cheyenne Wells north to Burlington, SH 6S 
from Burlington north to Wray, and SH 24S from Wray north to Julesburg at the intersection with SH 9. The only 
notable departure from the 1916 alignment is a segment in south Yuma County where the highway no longer runs 
through Idalia and Vernon, because the route was shifted east c.1939 for a more direct connection north from 
Burlington to Wray (State Highway Department Map, 1939). 

By 1922 the road between Cheyenne Wells and Julesburg had been improved, with a stretch north of Cheyenne 
Wells and a longer stretch between Burlington and Wray receiving surface treatment, most likely oil process surfacing 
(State Highway Department Map, 1922).  In the early 1920s the route was renumbered SH 51.  By 1930 the road was 
surfaced but unpaved (State Highway Department Map, 1930).  Oil surfacing was confined to the portions of the 
highway west and south of Lamar until after World War II.  In the post-World War II period, oil surface treatment and 
paving increased from year to year, occurring first in the northern counties and then in and around Wray and 
Burlington.  By 1960 only the segment from the Prowers/Kiowa County line north to Cheyenne Wells remained 
unpaved.  By 1964 US 385 was paved in its entirety (Colorado Department of Highways Travel Map, 1960; 1964).   

US 385 was not so-designated until 1959, when it was cosigned with SH 51 from Granada north to Julesburg (Salek,  
2015) and with US 287 from Lamar south to the Oklahoma border.  Maps show the former segment remaining 
cosigned with SH 51 until 1969, when US 385 became its identifier (Colorado Department of Highways Travel Map, 
1968; 1969).  The latter segment remains cosigned with US 287.
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: U.S. Highway (US) 385

(Unless otherwise indicated, sources used in the preparation of this section included state highway maps, the 
Highways of Colorado by Matthew Salek, Highways to the Sky: A Context and History of Colorado's Highway 
System, Colorado State Roads and Highways, National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property Submission, 
plans in the Online Transportation Information System (OTIS), and site forms for previously surveyed resources in 
Compass when available.)
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: U.S. Highway (US) 385

Property Type and Areas of Significance:

Criterion A specific requirements

Criterion C specific requirements

Subtypes

Criterion A specific requirements

Criterion C specific requirements

Criterion A specific requirements

Criterion C specific requirements

Cultural:

Early and/or prominent project of the Colorado Highway Department (Transportation)

Representative example (Transportation)

Association with a significant event (If applicable, the Area of Significance is indicated in the statement of 
significance below)

Association with federal work relief programs (Politics/Government)

Farm-to-Market Road

Limited Access, Multiple-Lane, Divided Highway/Freeway

Highway Bypass

Early and/or prominent project of the Colorado Highway Department (Transportation)

Association with a significant event (If applicable, the Area of Significance is indicated in the statement of 
significance below)

Association with federal work relief programs (Politics/Government)

Representative example (Transportation)

Engineering achievement (Engineering)

Engineering:

Aesthetic:

Early and/or prominent project of the Colorado Highway Department (Transportation)

Association with a significant event (If applicable, the Area of Significance is indicated in the statement of 
significance below)

Association with federal work relief programs (Politics/Government)

Representative example (Transportation)

Engineering achievement (Engineering)

Landscape architecture (Landscape Architecture)

Not Significant - No historical significance identified

Significant - Historical significance identified (see details below) 

A detailed explanation why this highway possesses historical significance is provided in the Significance Statement below.
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: U.S. Highway (US) 385

Historic periods of highway construction:

Level of Significance:

US 385 is classified as an Engineered Route under the classification system in the MPS.  

Criterion A
Research does not suggest that US 385 served as an important farm-to-market road or reflects early or prominent 
efforts of the Colorado Highway Department (CHD) to facilitate the region’s agricultural industry in an important 
way.  US 385 runs through an agricultural area characterized by ranching.  The role of the highway in the growth in 
ranching in eastern Colorado is not directly related to efforts of the CHD or US 385 as a farm-to-market route.  The 
development of US 385 was incremental and does not represent a prominent project of the CHD.  Although the 
highway traverses a similar corridor as a short segment of the Santa Fe Trail along the Arkansas River in Prowers 
County, US 385 neither has a direct association with the trail, nor does the highway follow the route of the 
Granada-Fort Union Wagon Road.  A wagon road connecting Springfield and Lamar once ran along a segment of 
US 385, but this route does not appear to have historical importance when compared to the many other stage and 
wagon roads in the region during the same period. As such, US 385 does not possess significance under Criterion 
A.

Criterion B
Research did not reveal this highway to be directly associated with the events or work of a person important in 
history, nor does research indicate the highway represents the efforts of a specific individual to secure construction 
of this highway for the economic development of a community or area of the state.  Therefore, this highway does 
not possess significance under Criterion B.  

Criterion C
The literature review yielded no evidence of the use of innovative engineering design or construction features 
particular to US 385 that serve to distinguish it from other roads.  While the route is considered to be an early farm-
to-market road, it does not appear to be an important road type or subtype with important or distinctive 
characteristics or variations related to engineering.  The highway’s design and subsequent construction history 
appear to fall within the established standard State Highway design and construction practices.  As such, it does 
not possess significance under Criterion C.

Criterion D
For a property to possess significance for information potential, the information yielded by the property must 
answer specific important research questions that cannot be otherwise answered.  The technology of highway 
construction is well understood and documented.  As such, this highway is unlikely to yield important information 
that cannot be discerned from archived plans and other records.  Therefore, this highway does not possess 
significance under Criterion D.

Pre-territorial (pre-1861)

Territorial and pre-automobile state roads (1861-1890)

Automobile age (1890-1930)

Depression and World War II (1930-1945)

Postwar Interstate Era (1945-1973)

Completion and Augmentation of Interstate System (1973-2000)

Significance Statement:

Local

State

National
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