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CHAPTER ONE

Gold Rush

BEFORE THE 1859 GOLD RUSH, COLORADO WAS A LARGELY UNEXPLORED expanse of what explorer Stephen A. Long had described as the “Great American Desert” in the east and the rugged impenetrable Rocky Mountains blocking further travel west. Only a few intrepid mountain men and trappers had hazarded the Rockies. They enjoyed a brief boom and bust period until silk hats replaced beaver hats in the 1840s. “Civilization” ended in the states along the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. With no navigable rivers, sojourners trekking west skirted Colorado’s Rockies by heading north over the gentler passes of Wyoming or southwest to Santa Fe. All of that would change with the gold rush of 1859.

When conjuring the image of a gold rush, most readers will probably imagine the California gold rush in 1849. After witnessing the earlier California rush firsthand, Mark Twain diagnosed it as “the California Sudden-Riches Disease.” In the decade since the ’49ers had succumbed to that illness, the California gold rush was waning, and the whole country had sunken into a deep financial depression. Businesses and farms failed, and many were out of work. It took little proof in the summer 1858 to spark another outbreak of the “Sudden-Riches Disease,” followed by an 1859 epidemic of “Gold Fever.” Much of modern Colorado was then part of Kansas Territory, which was already bleeding over the slavery question, and the regional differences were about to explode into the Civil War. Why struggle with poverty or toil on farms or in factories when you could head west to Colorado, strike it rich, and escape the troubles back east?

Colorado’s story began with a boom during the 1859 gold rush as some 100,000 fortune seekers swarmed into the Rocky Mountain region. The number of argonauts who poured into the region far exceeded the California gold rush a decade earlier. Those infected with “Gold Fever” literally rushed to lay claim to the riches that might be found in the mountainous region.
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EARLY HISPANIC EXPLORATION

However, golden rumors had drifted out of the Rocky Mountains for three centuries before Colorado’s 1859 gold rush. In his 1540 expedition, General Francisco Vázquez de Coronado followed the Rio Grande north from Mexico looking for the seven golden cities of Cibola. He saw Colorado’s gold-laced mountains shimmering on the horizon but failed to explore them.

Spanish explorer Don Juan María de Rivera was the first to memorialize the mineral riches of the Colorado Rockies. In a report on his 1765 expedition, Rivera revealed that he found silver near the mountain range he called La Plata (plata is Spanish for “silver” or “fortune”) and mentioned the possibility of gold in the area as well.

During that period, Spain concentrated on linking its New Mexico claims, including present-day Colorado south of the Arkansas River, with those lands it held in California. Two Franciscan priests, Fathers Francisco Atanasio Domínguez and Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, set out from Santa Fe in 1776 to find an overland route to Monterey, the capital of Spanish California. Yutas (Utes), whom Escalante described as “of good features and very friendly,” guided the padres. The ten-man Domínguez-Escalante party included Captain Don Bernardo y Pacheco Miera, an engineer, artist, and cartographer, who drew the first known map of Colorado. Father Escalante’s diary reported “rivers showing signs of precious metals,” as well as ancient cliff dwellings of the ancestral Puebloans.

Spanish and then Mexican presence in the area increased over the next decades and, during the 1850s, Mexicans began settling in the San Luis Valley of what is now south-central Colorado. They established towns along the Rio Grande and its tributaries. Founded in 1851, seven years before the gold rush, the town of San Luis remains an agricultural hamlet. It and other valley towns would provide wheat, sheep, beef, and other products to feed the gold rushers.

Although William “Green” Russell is generally given credit for the find that gave birth to Colorado’s 1859 gold rush, Jerome Smiley’s 1901 History of Denver reveals another side of history. Smiley, who interviewed pioneers who were on the scene in the late 1850s, reported that in 1857, a year before Russell’s strike, Spanish-speaking settlers found gold and established a settlement known as Mexican Diggings along the South Platte River about where Florida Avenue crosses the river near Overland Park in today’s Denver. Except for this brief mention, all traces of the settlement of Mexican Diggings are gone.

The disappearance of Mexican Diggings typifies much of Colorado’s documented history. English-speaking peoples and their historians tend to omit references to earlier Spanish or—after Mexico gained its independence in 1821—Mexican settlements in what is now Colorado. Instead, these historians emphasize the western expansion from the early English colonies and ignore the northern migration of the Spanish and Latin American settlers. New Mexico had been first settled by the Spanish in the late sixteenth century, and Santa Fe was already a colonial hamlet by 1607, before the English colonies at Jamestown and Plymouth had even been founded. The Spanish and their Mexican successors had then explored northward and slowly settled into southern Colorado. The name Colorado, Spanish for “red” or “colorful,” is one reminder of those who were the first Euro-Americans to settle the highest state.




WILLIAM RUSSELL AND THE FIRST MAJOR DISCOVERY OF GOLD

In the 1830s, the nation’s first major gold strike in the South led to the removal of the Cherokee from their native lands. William Greeneberry “Green” Russell took some of these experienced Cherokee friends with him from his native Georgia on an 1848 overland trek to the gold mines of California, passing along Colorado’s Front Range over what would become known as the north–south Cherokee Trail. On the way, he noticed promising-looking geology in Colorado, which he and members of his party came back to successfully prospect ten years later. Russell, who had mined in north Georgia where he grew up and in California, knew where to look for gold. In the summer of 1858, he and his party found about $500 worth of surface gold in the streambeds of Cherry Creek and the South Platte River.

Reports of Russell’s find in the South Platte and Cherry Creek, supported by a few samples of real gold, spread like wildfire. “GOLD!” shrieked the newspapers, often exaggerating the story in the supply towns of St. Louis, Kansas City, Leavenworth, and Topeka, all eager to cash in on provisioning the frenzied argonauts. Supposedly authoritative “guidebooks” proliferated, minimizing the risks and rigors of cross-prairie travel to the naïve and gullible. “Pikes Peak or Bust” was the rallying cry, as that 14,110-foot-high mountain was the region’s best-known landmark.

Russell named the Colorado gold rush town he established in October of 1858 Auraria, from the Latin word for gold. This was also the name of a town where he had mined gold in Georgia.
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A Yankee from Pennsylvania, William H. Larimer Jr. joined the rush a few months later. He came not to mine but to mine the miners by setting up a supply town. He established Denver City on the northeast bank of Cherry Creek on November 22, 1858, a month after Russell founded Auraria on the southwest side. The towns consolidated in 1860 as Denver City.

The 1858 discovery of gold in the South Platte River and Cherry Creek turned into a deluge in 1859. Gold fever ignited high hopes of the gold seekers, which shone in the “Cherry Creek Emigrant’s Song,” published in Colorado’s first newspaper, the Rocky Mountain News, on June 18, 1859:


Then ho boys ho, to Cherry Creek we’ll go.

There’s plenty of gold in the West, we are told,

In the new Eldorado.

We’ll rock our cradles around Pike’s Peak,

In search of the dust, and for nuggets seek.

If the Indians ask us why we are there,

We’ll tell them we’re made as free as the air.

The gold is there, ’most anywhere,

You can take it out rich with an iron crowbar.

And where it is thick, with a shovel and a pick,

You can pick it out in humps as big as a brick.

At Cherry Creek if the dirt don’t pay,

We can strike our tents most any day.

We know we are bound to strike a streak

Of very rich quartz among the mountain peaks.

Oh dear girls, now don’t you cry,

We are coming back by and by.

Don’t you fret or shed a tear,

Be patient and wait about one year.



But after completing the long overland trek, the reality soon dampened gold seekers’ expectations, hopes, and dreams. Most of the easily accessible placer gold found in the Front Range streambeds was a mere flash in the pan and soon played out. Auraria and Denver were nothing more than a few tents and log cabins when most arrived in 1859. Huge gold nuggets could not be easily scooped out of the streams by the panful, as most assumed. Disillusioned and dejected by what they claimed was a “humbug” or hoax, most turned back—busted.
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A year after their initial find, Russell’s party ventured west up the streambeds into the mountains, seeking the source of the placer gold found in the Front Range creek and river bottoms. The more intrepid and experienced gold grubbers knew the “color” in the streambeds had to come from somewhere, and a mad scramble up the tributaries of the South Platte and Arkansas Rivers followed in a desperate attempt to find the “Mother Lode.” Russell’s former mining experience again paid off. They discovered a rich strike in Russell Gulch southwest of what would become Central City, revitalizing the gold rush for decades to come.

Russell wrote home to his family in Georgia on June 17, 1859: “The prospects in the veins or mountain diggings, as they call them here, are improving.


The First Coloradans

Before the gold rush, before the Spanish-speaking settlers, another people occupied much of what is now Colorado. The Ute Indians’ domain included most of the Colorado Rockies. Being nomadic hunters and gatherers, they had no sense of landownership or permanent settlements. Living off the land, they revered the land and were careful to protect its natural resources. The Utes placed no value on gold or any other precious metals. In fact, the Utes reportedly called gold “the excrement of the gods,” and the Great Spirit believed that it portended disaster. That fear proved prescient, and conflict was inevitable.
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Archaeologists and anthropologists believe the Utes entered Colorado from the west around 1300 and, by 1600, occupied most of the state. Sometimes called the “Black Indians,” the Utes initially fought their lighter-skinned cousins like the Arapaho and Cheyenne, being swept west by advancing “civilization.” The Utes eventually retreated to their ancestral mountain domains in central and western Colorado, just as the Great Spirit had foretold.

A seismic change in the Ute lifestyle and culture occurred in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, when the Spanish moving up from the south introduced the horse to the region. Through raids, warfare, strays, and trade, the Utes were among the first indigenous people of North America to acquire and master the horse. The mounted Utes became fierce warriors, skilled big-game hunters, and advanced traders and raiders as they roamed faster and farther over their vast domain. Horses became a symbol of power, wealth, and pride—far more so than the shiny metals over which they trod.

The invasion of white settlers seeking to dominate, own, and use the land and its resources caused tension with Native inhabitants. Warily, the Utes watched Euro-Americans swarm up golden streams. Words were spoken and promises were made. Treaties were reached and breached. The Utes were forced to retreat further into their ancestral mountain homelands—first west of the Continental Divide in 1863, acceding to “protected” reservations that they supposedly owned “in perpetuity.” Perpetuity lasted ten years and then the Brunot Treaty forced the Utes to give up the gold- and silver-rich San Juan Mountains.

The Utes tried to remain peaceful during the invasion of miners and settlers. Finally revolting at attempts to make them good Christian farmers, the Utes massacred the White River reservation agent, Nathan Meeker, and his staff and captured and abused Meeker’s wife and daughter, provoking Colorado’s last Indian War. The ensuing outcry of “The Utes must go!” led to the Ute Removal Act of 1880. Most were herded into what is now Utah, the state named for them. A few remained in Colorado on two small reservations in the barren southwest corner of the state.

While Colorado boomed in the mining era, the Utes and other indigenous peoples were swept aside and their vibrant societies displaced over the course of a mere twenty years. Still, the reservations for the Southern Utes and for the Ute Mountain Utes survive to this day and keep alive their rich culture from a complete bust.



There are now about 75 sluices in operation, all washing the ore taken from the veins, which are paying variously from $5 to $50 per day.”

Five to fifty dollars a day seemed like a fortune at a time when the average income hovered at around two hundred dollars a year. With the outbreak of the Civil War, Colorado became a Yankee bastion, and Russell returned home to his native Georgia to join the Confederacy and disappeared from Colorado history. Many of the upstream towns like Russell Gulch also went bust and disappeared, joining many of the other boom camps as a ghost town.




THE CLEAR CREEK MOTHER LODE

After the Russell party’s find on Cherry Creek, the first major strike came on the north fork of Vasquez Creek, named for an early fur trader. As thousands of Anglo-American miners poured in to reap the gold, that creek’s name was changed to Clear Creek.
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Thirty miles west of Denver, John H. Gregory, another experienced prospector from Georgia, beat Russell’s strike in Russell Gulch by a few weeks and found the first major mother lode on May 6, 1859. The Gregory Lode was one of the first gold veins—other finds had been placer (surface) gold washed downstream from the richer embedded ores in the mountains.

Almost overnight, 10,000 gold seekers rushed to the Gregory site, and the town of Central City sprang up to support the influx. Within weeks of Gregory’s 1859 strike, canvas, slab, and log shacks climbed the rocky hillsides like stairs. Locals joked that “a fella can’t spit tobaccy juice out his front door without putting out the fire in his neighbor’s chimney.” Central City sparkled as the first hub of Colorado Territory’s initial bonanza years. After a fire destroyed much of the wooden town in 1874, many downtown property owners quickly rebuilt brick and stone buildings, some of which still wear the date 1874. A true boom and bust town, Central City’s population peaked in 1900 at 3,114 and hit a rock bottom of 226 in 1970 before bouncing back to 713 in 2019. Tourism and gambling would save Central City from near extinction.




FROM ORES TO METALS

In 1860, the town of Black Hawk sprang up a mile down Gregory Gulch from Central City, just where the gulch meets the north fork of Clear Creek. The early gold mills there were primitive and recovered only a small percentage of the gold, which was embedded in complex quartz ores. Because there was no way of doing the extraction on-site, some miners sent especially rich ore all the way to Swansea, Wales, where sophisticated smelters could extract more of the gold.

It took a chemistry professor from Brown University to reverse Colorado’s declining gold production due to recalcitrant ores. Nathaniel P. Hill visited Wales to tour the advanced Swansea smelters and took copious notes. He returned to Black Hawk, where he built the Boston and Colorado Smelter using the knowledge he’d gained in Wales and an infusion of capital from Boston. Other smelters in the area would also adopt more-efficient ore processing, and by 1870, fifteen stamp mills were crushing ores to feed twenty-five smelters that darkened Black Hawk skies with sulphurous smoke. Twenty-four hours a day Back Hawk throbbed to the beat of its stamp mills, where huge steel- or iron-tipped lead weights pulverized the ores. To feed the


Aunt Clara Brown: Central City’s Angel
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Of all the people washed into Colorado by the gold rush, one of the most remarkable was Clara Brown. “Aunt” Clara, as everyone affectionately called her, was born an enslaved person in Tennessee in 1800. She was sold as a young woman to a Kentucky planter, George Brown, whose last name she borrowed. He recognized Clara as an extraordinary woman and encouraged her to learn to read and write and study the Bible. Impressed with her piety and character, he freed her to go to St. Louis, where enslaved people had a chance for a better life.

Before gaining her freedom, Clara had married and had children. When asked about her husband by a reporter for the Denver Tribune Republican on June 26, 1885, she rocked back slowly and said, “I don’t remember just when he was sold nearly thirty years ago. I don’t know where they took him. I had four children, too, darlin’. They sold them, too.”

Clara’s faith was rewarded in St. Louis when she joined a wagon train headed to Colorado. “I go always where Jesus calls me, honey,” she explained. Having no money for passage, she earned her way by cooking and cleaning.

In June of 1859, she became the first African American woman to reach the Colorado gold fields. In Central City, she opened a shop as a laundress, washing the filthy clothes of miners. She also cooked, cleaned, served as a midwife, and nursed the many sick and injured in her home, often without pay if they could not afford it. She began prudently investing her savings in property and, by the end of the Civil War, had saved enough to help build the town’s still-standing St. James Methodist Church.

Clara also used her substantial savings to go back south, looking for her children and other relatives and friends. She did find one daughter to bring back to Colorado, along with a substantial number of other formerly enslaved people.

Aunt Clara Brown passed away in her sleep in 1885. At her burial in Denver’s Riverside Cemetery, Colorado governor James B. Grant, Denver mayor John L. Routt, and other dignitaries heard Aunt Clara praised as “the kind old friend whose heart always responded to the cry of distress, and who, rising from the humble position of slave to the angelic type of noble woman, won our sympathy and commanded our respect.”

Today, Aunt Clara Brown is commemorated by a stained-glass window in the Colorado State Capitol, a chair in the Central City Opera House, and a new tombstone in Riverside Cemetery.



smelters, much of Gilpin County was deforested for charcoal and remains largely treeless to this day.

In 1879, Hill moved his smelter to Denver for better rail connections to mines throughout Colorado. He named it the Argo after the ship in classical Greek mythology that Jason sailed in during his search for the Golden Fleece. And Hill sailed into a fortune with his Argo. He used smelter profits to buy the Denver Republican newspaper and to get into politics. He made generous donations to state legislators who, at the time, selected each state’s US senators, a post Hill held from 1879 to 1885. Thanks to Hill, and later to James B. Grant and the Guggenheim family, Denver became a major hub for smelting ores to extract not only gold but also silver, lead, and zinc.

Besides Hill’s Argo Smelter, the even larger Globe and Grant smelters arose in the Swansea and Globeville neighborhoods in north-central Denver. Smelters emerged as Colorado’s major employer in the 1880s and 1890s. Other Colorado towns, most notably Colorado City, Leadville, and Pueblo, also became smelting hubs. While gold and silver mining captured the glamour and attention, it was the grimy, fiery smelters where ores were cooked that ultimately made the fortunes of entrepreneurs such as the Guggenheims and their American Smelting and Refining Company, a worldwide ore processor to this day. ASARCO’S Globeville site is now a Superfund site, with ongoing efforts to cope with toxic wastes. Cleaning up after mining and smelting is in itself a gold mine for those doing environmental reclamation.




BOOMTOWNS AND MINING DISTRICTS

Boulder County originally boomed with strikes at Gold Hill, Nederland, Caribou, and lesser mining camps. Gold Hill, one of the first and most promising gold camps, attracted experienced argonauts who realized that the tiny grains of gold in Boulder City had washed down from veins up in the hills. These veteran prospectors headed for the hills and struck a mother lode January 16, 1859, on Gold Run Creek. Up sprang the town of Gold Hill, where David Horsfal, Matthew McCaslin, and others found their big bonanza—the Horsfal Lode.

Gold Hillers actually created Colorado’s first mining district in the spring of 1859, although it was quickly surpassed and overwhelmed by the Central City–Black Hawk mining district. California gold rush veterans such as Anthony Arnett and Matthew McCaslin fathered “Mountain District No. 1” to impose some law and order and to regulate mining claims. The Gold Hill Mining District allowed each miner one mountain claim and one gulch claim with water rights. Favoring working miners over nonresident speculators, the Gold Hill laws of 1859 required miners to work their claim at least one day in ten or surrender it.

A stampede of argonauts swelled Gold Hill’s population to 1,500 in the summer of 1860, according to the Rocky Mountain News. However, the 1860 US Census taker counted only 487 official residents who produced more than $100,000 by 1861.

As the heavy metal flowed out of Gold Hill, the town sought a mill to process its pickings. When word spread that the Culver brothers were lugging one of Colorado’s first stamp mills across the plains by oxcart destined for Black Hawk, Gold Hillers intercepted them and redirected the mill to their community. It arrived in time for the town’s Fourth of July festivities, celebrated with a parade, speeches, and pies made with fruit supposedly crushed in the new stamp mill.

Gold Hill’s famed Miners Hotel opened in 1872, immortalized by Eugene Field’s poem “Casey’s Table d’Hote”:


The bar was long ’nd rangy, with a mirror on the shelf,

’Nd a pistol so that Casey when required, could help himself;

Down underneath there wuz a row of bottled beer ’nd wine,

’Nd a kag of Burbun whiskey of the run of ’59;

Upon the walls wuz pictures of hosses ’nd of girls,—

Not much on dress, perhaps, but strong on curls!
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Gold Hill never had a railroad, and pack animals were essential to move goods in and ores out along the steep, rocky, narrow trails. That necessity spawned a bunch of burros. Several herds of twenty-five to fifty each ran wild in the town. George Cowell, a Gold Hill old-timer, told local historian Lynne Walter: “People would put their eggshells and coffee grounds and potato peelings out in the street. About 6 o’clock at night the burros would come down out of the timber and eat up all this garbage, even the paper off the cans. Then they’d go down to the well in front of the saloon and drink from the watering trough. If you wanted a burro, you never bought one. You picked out one that you liked and put your brand on him.”

Prospectors exploring the Arkansas River headwaters with Abe Lee, an experienced California miner, also had good luck. When panning in the spring of 1860 on a tributary of the Arkansas River, Lee suddenly let out a whoop and yelled, “Lookee here, boys, I got all of Californy in this here pan!” The “boys” promptly christened California Gulch and launched a rush of some 5,000 gold seekers to the upper Arkansas. Oro City, named after the Spanish word for gold, became one of Colorado’s first large boomtowns. For miles up and down the gulch, people were living in brush huts, in or under wagons, and—only occasionally—in log cabins. Log cabins, after all, took a few days to build that would distract from mining. One entrepreneur set up a circus tent, sold beds for a dollar a night, and made a good living.


Horace and Augusta Tabor: The Gold Era

The fabled Tabor “rags to riches to rags” tale began in Oro City. Horace Austin Warner Tabor and his wife Augusta, together with their baby boy Maxcy, had joined the ’59ers on a six-week trek across the prairie and were among the first families to reach the early town of Denver. After a brief and relatively unsuccessful effort as a shopkeeper, Horace was struck by the gold bug, and they headed into the mountains. The miners were so delighted by the arrival of Oro City’s first respectable woman, Augusta Tabor, in 1861 that they built a cabin for her and her husband.

While Horace dabbled in prospecting, the gold camp selected the conscientious Augusta as their postmistress and patronized the Tabor store and boardinghouse. Women-starved miners came into the store just to see a woman and, even more fascinating, her baby. Augusta also had the only scales in the gulch, and miners trusted her to measure the gold dust they used in payment.

The Tabor store became the center of Oro City as log cabins, saloons, and other businesses sprang up. Augusta also served as a town banker, and folklore has it that her brassiere was the gulch’s first cash depository. In her diary, Augusta reported that “ordinary workmen were paid $6 a day in gold. They received their pay every night and the majority had spent it all by morning. The miners would spree all night and return to the mines in the morning.” Before Augusta, the only women seen in the gulch were itinerant prostitutes who worked out of wagons and tents as miners lined up outside, hungry for female companionship.

As the gold-mining boom ebbed and the silver boom began, Oro City was quickly transcended by nearby Leadville. There, the Tabor story would continue.



As with other gold camps, the California Gulch miners set up a mining district and drew up laws, then elected a justice of the peace, a sheriff, a stake driver, and a recorder, Abe Lee. Recorder Lee was instructed to keep California Mining District records in a notebook and not “loose sheets of paper.” California Gulch was not as severe in its laws as some other districts which sought to avoid trouble by banning lawyers. Many mining districts allowed women to own claims and even vote—radical achievements in those days. Miner’s courts handed out quick justice ranging from expulsion to lynching. “Judge Lynch” acted quickly, and there was no appealing his decisions. When locals were killed by lead poisoning (bullets), the judge was known to prescribe rope burn (hanging).

California Gulch had produced $5 million in gold by 1865. Oro City became one of the most populated places in Colorado Territory and the first county seat of Lake County, one of the original seventeen Colorado counties. In the two-mile-high town, winters were fierce and long. Many went to lower elevations when the blizzards arrived, but kept returning in late spring until the mid-1860s. By then, miners were finding less and less gold. By the late 1860s, hordes were abandoning California Gulch as fast as they had come in the early 1860s. Oro City became Colorado’s first great ghost town, a prototype of boom and bust towns to come.

Oro City shriveled into a skeleton. Miners blamed the town’s problems on a heavy black sand that clogged gold operations. Not until 1875 would that black sand be assayed and found to be lead carbonate, an ore rich in silver. That silver gave birth to neighboring Leadville, richest of all the Rocky Mountain silver cities.




BRECKENRIDGE: DREDGING THE RIVER BOTTOMS

On Colorado’s Western Slope, prospectors washed gold out of the Blue River, a tributary of the Colorado. The gold camp there was named for then–US vice president John C. Breckinridge, but the first i in his name was changed to e after he joined the Confederacy. Prospectors first prowled the area in 1859. Fearing the Utes and the weather, they built a stockade called Fort Mary B, for Mary Bigelow, the only woman in the party.

After obtaining a post office in 1860 and capturing the Summit County seat in 1862, the town of Breckenridge began a series of bonanzas and busts. Gold in the 1860s, silver in the 1880s, and gold dredging in the early 1900s bankrolled flush times. Breckenridge yielded Colorado’s largest gold nugget, a whopping twelve-and-a-half-pound beauty called “Tom’s Baby” because its owner carried it around in a blanket to show it off. During hard times, some who had built homes and institutions on the outskirts of town moved them closer to the center. As many structures had no foundations and most were made of wood, Breckenridge could accommodate its shrinking and stretching with this game of musical buildings.

By the end of the nineteenth century, placer mining of the riverside gravel had played out and deep rock shaft mining had exhausted the hillside veins in and around Breckenridge. Still, over the eons, heavy gold sediment had settled at the bottom of the gulches, creeks, and rivers covered by deep layers of boulders, gravel, dirt, and sand. At watery depths of thirty to ninety feet, this placer gold was inaccessible by ordinary mining techniques. To recover this gold, Breckenridge became Colorado’s center for dredge boat mining beginning in 1898.

At its height, nine dredge boats gouged the Swan and Blue Rivers in what became known as the “Breckenridge Navy.” These huge floating mills, some hundreds of yards long and floating on their own constantly moving man-made lakes, chewed up waterways with giant continually rotating steel bucket shovels supported by large forward boom-like gantries that could reach depths as great as seventy feet. Dirt, sand, gravel, and boulders were scooped onto conveyor-fed ore-processing machines on deck which separated promising ores from waste rock, which the boat discharged behind. These left streams and rivers literally turned upside down, expelling massive piles of rocky tailing in their wake. The valley floors were long scarred by these scoured riverbeds, and wide boulder tailings are still very evident today. Still, such environmental destruction made fortunes for men such as Ben Stanley Revett, hailed as “The Father of Gold Dredging in the United States.”

Revett, a graduate of the Royal School of Mines in London, started gold dredging on the Swan River, a tributary of the Blue. Next to his operations, he built an expansive frame house befitting his flamboyant lifestyle and immense girth. “Swan’s Nest,” as he called it, had extra-wide doors, as one local noted at the time, “so the dignity of its owner need not suffer by passing through a door sideways.” Beyond a grand entry hall lay four family bedrooms for his wife and child, quarters for his Japanese gardener and Filipino house servants, two indoor bathrooms, and a billiard room. Finding stones for the massive fireplace was no problem: the view from the veranda across the now-defunct croquet and tennis courts ends in massive rock piles left in the wake of Revett’s dredge boat operations. Swan’s Nest survives as a resort, and the nearby preserved Swan River Dredge No. 4 is another historical reminiscence.

Gold dredging boomed in the Breckenridge District up until the 1940s. Trying to save a flagging economy during the Depression, Breckenridge officials sanctioned the plowing by one of these two-story pontoon monsters, called the Tiger No. 1, from the northern town limits to the south end of Main Street, destroying most of the original downtown west of the Blue River. By 1950, Breckenridge had shrunk to a population of just 254 and seemed destined for ghost town status. Today, the historic town has been restored, and surrounding land is rapidly becoming subdivisions and resorts. The old gold camp has become a major winter sports haven and summer resort thanks to the Breckenridge Ski Area, opened in 1961.




CRIPPLE CREEK: “THE WORLD’S GREATEST GOLD CAMP”

Ironically, prospectors took thirty years to discover the bowl of gold hidden near the mountain that gave the 1859 Pikes Peak gold rush its name. Not until 1890 did “Crazy Bob” Womack, a poor and occasionally sober cowboy, find an outcropping of color in what would become the richest-ever Colorado gold district. It lay at a breathtaking 9,500 feet, ten miles west of Pikes Peak.
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Womack had come to Colorado from Kentucky at the age of seventeen, hoping to make his fortune in the Clear Creek mines around Idaho Springs. When his mining dreams didn’t bear fruit, a busted Womack took a job tending cattle on a ranch along Cripple Creek, a tiny, stony stream notorious for tripping animals and men. While herding cows, Womack also hunted gold. He would take promising ore samples to an assay office in Colorado Springs and spend the proceeds at the nearest saloon. Few believed his furry-tongued tales of Cripple Creek pay dirt.

After Womack located the El Paso mother lode in Poverty Gulch in 1890, with ores eventually assaying at $250 a ton, gold fever struck in 1891 as word of his previously dubious but now verified strike spread. His shack and the cattle ranch were soon overrun by gold seekers. Unfortunately, Womack lived up to his “crazy” reputation and quickly sold his claim for a pittance over drinks. The renamed Gold King mine eventually produced over $5 million in gold.

Poverty Gulch and environs were platted as the city of Cripple Creek in 1891. During the next decade, thousands of people and three railroads rushed in and located two dozen million-dollar mines. Cripple Creek blossomed as an instant city complete with streetcars, suburbs, and a stock exchange. Even two devastating fires, both in 1896, did not stop growth of this golden city. Miners’ homes climbed the hills in every direction. Fancy hotels and splendiferous saloons lined Bennett Avenue, the main street, while an opera house, elegant brothels, and gilded gambling halls crowded Myers Avenue.

A dozen gold camps sprang up in the surrounding Cripple Creek District, a twenty-five-square-mile region whose population peaked at around 23,000 in 1900. Gross gold production also peaked in 1900 at $18 million, making Cripple Creek “The World’s Greatest Gold Camp.” To earn that title at its 1900 peak, the Cripple Creek District outproduced Witwatersrand, South Africa; Porcupine and Kirkland Lake in Ontario, Canada; the Home-stake Mine in Lead, South Dakota; and every Russian mining district.

Victor, founded in 1894, became the second-largest city in the Cripple Creek District and prided itself on being “the City of Mines and Miners.” Miners were initially independent get-rich prospectors but, once the mother lode was discovered, extraction and milling required capital and equipment, transforming miners into a working class of largely immigrant and poorly paid laborers who reaped little of the wealth of the mine owners’ boom times. In the mid-1890s, they began to unionize, especially after silver mining crashed in 1893, creating a surfeit of miners and the consolidation of mine ownership in a depression-era economy. Victor, like Cripple Creek, was at the center of the 1894 and 1903–4 labor wars, fighting over wages, hours, and working conditions.


Winfield Scott Stratton

Of the thirty-three men made millionaires by Cripple Creek, the most notable was Winfield Scott Stratton. Once a poor carpenter, Stratton had prospected the Colorado Rockies for years and even studied metallurgy and geology. He was part of the rush that flooded into Cripple Creek in the aftermath of Bob Womack’s discovery and filed a claim for the Independence Mine on July 4, 1891. Its output made Stratton Cripple Creek’s first millionaire. The miner-turned-mogul had reaped a fortune during its production, and he ultimately sold his Independence Mine to British interests for $11 million in 1899, the highest price ever paid up to that time for a Colorado mine.

Stratton, an eccentric bachelor, fancied women, whiskey, and philanthropy. He supposedly bought a bicycle for every laundry girl in Colorado Springs, gave $5,000 to poor “Crazy Bob” Womack, and, upon his death in 1902, left $6 million to establish the Myron Stratton Home for aged indigents in Colorado Springs. In the Cripple Creek District, the towns of Stratton (1900) and Independence (1895) were named for him and for his legendary gold mine.



Labor conflicts, the rapid extraction of easily recovered gold, and the frequent flooding of the mines slowly brought Cripple Creek’s golden days to an end by the 1920s. Despite occasional revivals and the introduction of new processes such as cyanide leaching to reprocess old mine dumps
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