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Where the Heart is 

Travel to Fort Collins, Colorado and you will inevitably find yourself downtown. 

Endearingly called “old town” by the locals, downtown Fort Collins is a tapestry of culture and 

the town’s heartbeat. Along either side of College Avenue, the facades of the many eclectic 

shops and restaurants surround crowds of window shoppers. The faded 1958 Coca-Cola ad on 

Mountain Avenue reminds passersby of an idyllic life from years ago but not forgotten. Over on 

Oak Street Plaza, the notes from one of the many local bands dance through the air to a cheering 

crowd. The mighty two-humped Horsetooth Rock stands firm as a beacon for adventurers and 

outdoor enthusiasts alike. The frothing, splashing Poudre River runs through the town like an 

artery. Sunlight reflects off of a bright red New Belgium cruiser bike as it whizzes by. People sit 

at Coopersmith’s Pub, enjoying house-made burgers and fries, sipping craft brews and indulging 

their inner hipster. Horns honk, brakes slam, a train blares in the distance. Downtown is Fort 

Collins. It exudes all that makes this town unique. But behind the restaurants and storefronts lies 

something else, a hidden truth to this town. Hard to see, but all too obvious when you look hard 

enough. There is change. 

This town has always had a kind of magic, the stuff of childhood wonder. I remember 

playing baseball in my giant backyard with my dad, while the music of the gospel choir from the 

nearby church blared. Those Sunday picnics at city park, the joyful laughter of delighted children 

meandering across immaculately kept grass. Rides on the trolley, its ancient metal gears grinding 

as it glided down the track. Family walks on Christmas morning, feet crunching on the crisp 

Colorado snow. And then there was all the time spent at the pool, that mecca of childhood 

amusement. There was always something poetic about how the sunlight reflected off the crystal 

clear blue water. Calm and tranquil among a cacophony of crying children and high-pitched 
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whistles, the air permeated by that lingering smell of popcorn and fresh funnel cake. All 

effortlessly combined to create a haven of summertime fun. That pool shaped so many of my 

childhood memories. But those summers of fun slowly faded. That once ever-present sparkle has 

disappeared from its artificial waters.  More people flock in hordes to swim every summer, 

crowding the water with a sea of people that makes it nearly impossible to enjoy for themselves 

those activities that once defined my childhood.    

Beneath the pool’s surface lies an all-too-realistic portrait of Fort Collins today. In the 

last 40 years, the town has watched its population skyrocket. A mere 25,000 people before to 

165,000 now. The growing crowds are hardly noticeable to many. But look hard enough and the 

telltale signs occupy every street corner, every block. 

Tall oak and cottonwood trees populate my neighborhood, standing watch over charming 

old mid-century modern houses lining the street. But slowly, like a forgotten photograph, these 

houses fade. Small homes become multicolored mansions. What used to be affordable for the 

average middle-class citizen now seems to be reserved only for those with more money than they 

know what to do with. The mass exodus of transplants wishing to experience life in “the fort” 

has made it harder for people to live here, bringing with them the ever-present curse of 

development. I think about our house right in the middle of town with its dark green exterior and 

its modest sized front yard, flowers sprinkled throughout the well-kept grass. I think about how I 

still have this comfortable, charming place to go back to. When I return for breaks, that youthful 

sense of wonder comes rushing back to me, reminding me of how things once were.  

I couldn’t wait to leave in high school. I wanted to experience living somewhere new, to 

see new things. I’ve had enough of this town, I thought rather naïvely. I eagerly awaited the 

beginning of college, its promise of new friends and adventures. Leaving Fort Collins wasn’t 
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even hard. I knew I’d be back, so I didn’t feel the need to say any long goodbyes. It only took a 

few days for me to notice the Fort Collins-shaped hole left in me after I left. When I got to 

college, I realized that Fort Collins is not just where I grew up, or where my parents live. It lives 

on as a part of me. Home, in every sense of the word.   

Still, the change persists. An endless stream of cars constantly congests the roads. 

Restaurant wait times steadily grow as mobs of foodies and self-proclaimed beer connoisseurs 

look to try the hippest and newest fare. Another apartment or luxury condo building goes up 

every month, the high-rises competing for space in the town’s skyline. It seemed as if this town 

never changed for eighteen years. But I see it now. We only truly understand our hometown after 

we leave it. The places we hold dear never stay the same. Change creeps in quietly when we 

don’t notice. Silent change, but we feel its presence with even the smallest differences.  

I think of the Rockies, those inspiring mountains that have seen this place from the start. 

They’ve seen where it came from, what it has grown into. Perhaps they see where it will move to 

as well. Standing as guardians to the town, they persist through whatever is thrown at them. 

Long after my family leaves, the Rockies will remain to watch this town, to see what the future 

holds. Perhaps Fort Collins can do the same. Perhaps it can withstand the daily transformations 

and expansions. It has for so many years already. Even so, I can’t help but think about those who 

can’t share this life. How the hand of change makes it so hard for them to find their spot in this 

beautiful, unique, amazing place. 

 Years from now, that faded Coca-Cola ad will still look over downtown. Horsetooth 

Rock will still sit upon its pedestal, an icon to all below it. The waters of the Poudre River will 

still weave through town. The essence of Fort Collins will never change. All that defines this 

place has left a mark that can’t be erased or taken away. Those who see the change will fight to 
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keep the charm, even if the buildings grow taller and the roads widen. Who knows where Fort 

Collins is headed? Whatever happens, I know that I’ll keep going back, because once I step foot 

downtown, when I hear the cars and trains and music, I am home.  

 

 

 

 

 


