
Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: State Highway (SH) 74

Highway Location:

Counties: Jefferson
Length (Miles): 18.448

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

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

A previous Colorado Cultural Resource Inventory form (form) for 5JF.2733 was prepared for Highways to the Sky 
(Associated Cultural Resource Experts, 2002).  The form for 5JF.642 is for Bear Creek Canyon Road and its National 
Register of Historic Places (National Register) Nomination Form; this segment is listed in the National Register.  Other 
forms related to a bridge or are not available on Compass.

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

CDOT Route Nos. and Milepost (MP) Limits:

CDOT Route Route Description

074A From I 70-A at El Rancho south via Bergen Park and east via Evergreen and Idledale To SH 8-
A in Morrison

Site NameAssessment DateAssessmentOAHP Site No.

5JF.2733 Field eligible 2/13/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 74

5JF.2733 Field eligible 2/13/2002 STATE HIGHWAY 74

5JF.2733.2 Within NR district>106 - 
Officially eligible>Field 
eligible>Field Assess.: 
Contrib. to District

11/15/1990>10/12/2007>
09/24/2007>09/24/2007

STATE HIGHWAY 74 (SEGMENT)

Assessment (If Applicable)District NameOAHP Site No.

5JF.177 Listed on National Register

5JF.290 Listed on National Register

5JF.442 Listed on National Register

5JF.642 Listed on National Register

5JF.643 Listed on National Register

5JF.645 Listed on National Register

5JF.976 Listed on National Register

5JF.977 Listed on National Register

5JF.978 Listed on National Register
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: State Highway (SH) 74

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.  No 
changes are recommended for the historical summary in Highways to the Sky.  

Below is a reiteration of key points in the history of SH 74 found in Highways to the Sky, with a brief augmentation:

A portion of the route is associated with the development of an early toll road from Morrison along Bear Creek 
Canyon, which functioned to provide access to mining camps of Gilpin County, Clear Creek County, and the silver 
camps of Leadville in Jefferson County during the 1870s.  The early route of SH 74 functioned as part of a network of 
roads to provide access to mining areas.

Efforts by the state to improve SH 74 began in 1917 when the Colorado Highway Department (CHD) lowered the 
elevation of the road and added concrete bridges to reduce flooding along Bear Creek.  In 1928 the City of Denver 
completed work to improve the road surface by adding oil-based asphalt to the gravel to produce a more durable 
surface to withstand the effects of frequent flooding.  During the late 1930s and early 1940s the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) moved portions of the road away from Bear Creek and raised it away from the flood plain. The workers 
also built massive retaining walls to shore up the canyon walls and provide a safer route, and to improve safety 
during floods (Form 5JF642: 5).  The route was again realigned and elevated further away from Bear Creek in the 
1950s by the CHD.

SH 74 is associated with the scenic drives in the Denver Mountain Park System beginning in 1913.  Denver Mayor 
Robert Speer commissioned Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. to plan the city’s mountain parks and scenic roads that 
comprise the system (Autobee and Dobson-Brown, 2003: E-26).  Bear Creek Canyon Road reflects Olmsted’s design 
aesthetic for the scenic drives and parkways of the Denver Mountain Park System (Form 5JF642: 5).  Bear Creek 
Canyon Road (OAHP Site ID 5JF.642) is a 2-mile segment of SH 74 between Morrison and Idledale and was listed in 
the National Register in 1990.  Portions of the Denver Mountain Park System accessed by SH 74 include Red Rocks, 
Starbuck, Little, Corwina, Dedisse, and Bergen Parks (Associated Cultural Resource Experts 2002: 11-27). 

See Colorado Cultural Resource Inventory forms, Denver  Mountain Parks, Denver, Colorado 1912-1941, Multiple 
Property Documentation Form  and Chapter 11 of Highways to the Sky for additional historical information on this 
highway.

(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: State Highway (SH) 74

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: State Highway (SH) 74

Historic periods of highway construction:

Level of Significance:

SH 74 is classified as an Aesthetic Route under the classification system in the MPS. 

Criterion A
SH 74 possesses significance under Criterion A for its association with efforts to create a chain of mountain parks 
west of Denver and its role with the City Beautiful Movement in the areas of Transportation and Community 
Planning and Development at the local level of significance.  The City Beautiful Movement in Denver is reflected in 
the work of Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. and the development of the Denver Mountain Park System.  Olmsted, a 
nationally recognized master landscape architect, promoted the use of public parks for the health of individuals and 
the need to preserve open spaces.  Olmsted identified the scenic drives in the park system and recommended 
Bear Creek Canyon Road in the 1914 plans.  The plans for the park set aside public lands and protected them from 
the encroachment of the growing city.  SH 74 provided primary access to numerous parks within Denver Mountain 
Park System and scenic areas outside of Denver.  

SH 74 possesses significance under Criterion A the area of Politics/Government at the state level for its direct 
association with the work of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and Works Progress Administration (WPA) to 
improve portions of SH 74 in Bear Creek Canyon after the devastating floods in the early 1930s.  The CCC and 
WPA are Depression-era federal work-relief programs, which are themes important in state history.  The CCC 
reconstructed the road, built retaining walls, and raised the road away from the floodplain after floods in the late 
1930s.  

A portion of SH 74 provided access to mining, but comprised a small portion of a larger network of early roads 
providing access to these areas and by itself does not appear to have a direct and important association with early 
mining activities in the state under Criterion A.  The Colorado Highway Department (CHD) and the City of Denver 
initiated improvements along the route to reduce flooding and to straighten tight canyon curves, which proved 
unsuccessful, and these efforts continued in the 1950s.  Due to the limited size and scale of this work and the 
inability to solve the flooding and straighten the tight curves of the route through the canyons, SH 74 does not 
possess significance as a prominent project of the CHD under Criterion A. 

In summary, SH 74 possesses significance under Criterion A in the areas of Transportation, Community Planning 
and Development at the local level and Politics/Government at the state level as an Aesthetic Route.

Criterion B 
While the route of SH 74 is associated with Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., a master landscape architect, the road 
itself does not express a particular phase in the development of the career of Olmsted or important aspect of his 
work.  The road served as one component within the overall design of the mountain park system planned and 
promoted by Olmsted as is better recognized for its design under Criterion C.  Research did not reveal SH 74 to be 
directly associated with other persons 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.  

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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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: State Highway (SH) 74

Criterion C
SH 74 possesses significance under Criterion C in the area of Landscape Architecture as an important example of 
a scenic drive, a distinctive period and type of road construction.  A segment of SH 74, Bear Creek Canyon Drive, 
served as the southern access to the mountain parks.  As discussed in the National Register Nomination Form for 
Bear Creek Canyon Drive, “it set the stage for the beautiful mountain environment which would be experienced.  In 
addition, it is one of the few canyon drives within the system which winds through such steep enclosing cliffs.  This 
drive provides a unique visual and sensory experience to its users which is unequalled with the entire system” 
(Form 5JF642; 8-2).  

SH 74 also exhibits important and distinctive design and construction features, such as the extensive series of 
distinctive masonry retaining walls, which reflect the use of hand labor and the craftsmanship of the CCC and WPA 
during the 1920s through the early 1940s.  As such, it also possesses significance in the area of Engineering at the 
state level of significance.

Efforts to find an engineering solution to address frequent flooding were ongoing and proved unsuccessful and do 
not constitute an important achievement in engineering.  The development of the expressway between Evergreen 
and Interstate 70 in the 1990s does not represent an early or distinctive example of highway design principles or 
construction methods of exceptional significance.

Criterion D
For a property to possess significance for information potential under Criterion D, 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.
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Colorado Historic Highway Inventory - Historical Summary and Evaluation of Significance

Highway Name: State Highway (SH) 74

074.jpg
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