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INTRODUCTION





  COLORADO’S HISTORY IS A SHARED INHERITANCE, AND WHAT AN INHERItance it is! Once an inseparable part of the Wild West in its blazing and infamous glory, Colorado has a character all its own. The purpose of this book is to cast light on some of the murkier stories—the spurious and shady aspects of our collective state history. Although The Bad Old Days of Colorado is intended to serve in part as a cautionary tale—offering proof of just how bad Coloradoans truly used to be—it’s also a celebration of our hardscrabble origins.




  Upon starting this project, I conducted a casual survey of friends, family, and acquaintances born in Colorado—especially those whose family lines reached back into the nineteenth century settlement era. When asked the question, “What brought your family to Colorado?” people offered a wide variety of answers. In fact, most responses affirmed my suspicions, falling into broad categories closely following the industrial and economic patterns of the state. People recounted origins in mining, railroading, ranching, and homesteading, or of supply merchants starting up in the newly settled towns, cities, and camps. Some spoke of troubled lives and the yearning for fresh starts in a new, wide-open place. Pride crept into the voices of the respondents, whether their forbears arrived for the simple (yet complicated) one-word answer “gold,” or they sought specific opportunities with the Union Pacific Railroad or the early cattle drives from Texas over the Goodnight–Loving Trail. One of my favorite responses included the fabulous term “mining the miners,” which could encompass nearly anything in the upstart territory. Presumably such activities had to do with outfitting and supplies, but the phrase could easily be applied to the purchased favors of the dance hall girls and the denizens of red-light districts.
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  Other accounts offered personal and family histories put into context. “Adventure, but my great grandfather stayed on to ranch.” That ranch has stayed within the same family ever since.




  One of the more poignant tales to emerge told of a difficult life. “My grandmother’s mother moved to Creede from Butte, Montana. The State said she was of ill-repute and addicted to intoxicating liquors. She lost custody of my grandmother as a result.”




  Few of the people asked had a full understanding of the driving forces that brought their relatives to the state—nor do I. My great-great grandmother was a widowed woman who came to Denver with her children in a wagon. For reasons lost to time, Denver didn’t suit her, and she eventually settled upon the eastern plains. She remained in the small town of La Salle where successive generations lived until they moved on in one way or another.




  Whatever reasons were behind the intrepid travelers to Colorado, the early statistics are eye-opening. Censuses provide a wealth of information, and Colorado’s first was conducted in 1860. The report listed 32,654 people in the territory. Of them, 31,077 were men, leaving only 1,577 females. Investigating further, 17,604 of those men were between the ages of twenty and thirty; the 529 females in that age range didn’t leave enough dance partners to go around. The math returns a rough ratio of thirty-three men to one woman. It gets worse. The category between ages thirty and forty lists 10,511 men to 278 women. That returns an entirely unsatisfactory ratio of thirty-eight men to one woman.




  Anyone can quickly grasp the problem and imagine the results.




  A bunch of young men arrive in a rowdy, unsettled place full of testosterone and illusions. Hordes of adventurous prospectors, cattle hands, and potential settlers in their prime, without women, without rules, without restraint. Most carried weapons. Whiskey and gambling (called Bucking the Tiger) helped take the edge off, but they killed more than just boredom. Over and over again, those whiskey-fueled escapades got out of hand. In the lawless West, shootings were considered a part of the territory.




  Women of the professional kind were quick to notice the gap and take advantage. Most mining towns and settlements had a red-light district, and the scarcity of women explains why Denver did such a roaring trade in vice and female flesh.




  Ten years into the rush, the 1870 count shows a total population of 39,864, with roughly the same distribution between ages and sexes as in 1860. That stagnant growth hints at a problem other than the Civil War, in which Colorado was only marginally involved. Perhaps a fair portion of the young men figured out that the Territory wasn’t the best place to begin a family or even to sow wild oats. The odds of a young man finding a decent wife were low, unless a woman “back home” could be enticed to come west and join the Colorado adventure. And the exact nature of what they would be joining was uncertain. The fact of the matter was that the initial Pikes Peak gold rush faded in early 1861, and it wasn’t long before most of the “easy” gold ran out. The overall population declined as people became discouraged. Few struck it rich, and panning for gold in frigid runoff streams and hard-rock mining were both backbreaking propositions. A fair percentage of ’59ers gave up chasing the elusive “gold witch” and returned to their home states to more stable and suitable prospects.




  Nevertheless, some people stayed. Gold or no gold, deep snow or blistering heat, Colorado got into the imaginations and hearts of those rugged settlers, and despite the difficulties of the frontier, they set down roots and persisted. The intersections of personal narrative and broader historical events repeatedly illustrate just how tangled our stories truly are.




  In 1869 railroad track was laid between Denver and Cheyenne, linking the two cow towns. Of course, building the railroad brought in more men, but it also provided more convenient and expedient travel for all. Once the lines were completed, women and young families started arriving in number. However, before the railroad network was fully established, the Panic of 1873 hit Colorado. The United States (and a fair portion of Europe) were pitched into a financial depression. That financial depression lasted until 1879. Silver came to the rescue, for Colorado at least, when deposits were discovered in Leadville and sparked another rush. And what a rush it was! More railroads came in, miles of additional track were laid, and the 1880s ushered in an age of can-do spirit involving feats of engineering brilliance and dashing dare. The high mountains were tackled and conquered with tunnels and trestle bridges. Grades were cut, mountains pierced through, and passes scaled. The railroads were an integral part of the state’s burgeoning economy, moving ore from the high mountain mines down to civilization below. Of course, the precious cargo made trains attractive targets for the criminal element . . . but that was just Colorado. Estimates claim that more than $82 million was pulled from the ground in silver. At a conversion rate of $25.98 in 2018 dollars for each $1 from the 1880s, that silver today would be worth a whopping $2,130,360,000.




  Yet, the population lagged. There were only 129,131 people counted in the 1880 census; 65,196 were women, which looks favorable at first glance, whereas 42,500 were men between the ages of twenty and thirty. There were only 14,709 women in that age band. True, the ratio had improved to slightly less than three men to one woman. The largest group of females listed in the 1880 census, however, were 17,872 girls age nine or younger, leaving the bachelor element still woefully short on prospects.




  The heady days of the silver boom didn’t last forever. With the repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in 1893, many fabulous fortunes came crashing down completely or were left in tatters. A famous example is the saga of the Tabors, which is recounted in this book. In true Colorado “boom or bust” fashion, the heartbreak from the silver crash was rapidly mended by the discovery of gold in the Cripple Creek and Victor districts in 1894. The production in those rush districts peaked in 1900 and delivered $18 million in gold, which translates into $540 million today.




  Because of the riches coming out of the ground, prices in Colorado were vastly different from prices in the East.




  The following list is provided to help put valuations in context with current pricing.









	Year

	Value of $1 based on 2018 Consumer Price Index






	1858

	$28.85






	1859

	$29.49






	1860

	$30.36






	1865

	$15.46






	1870

	$19.24






	1875

	$22.91






	1880

	$24.70






	1885

	$25.98






	1890

	$27.69






	1895

	$30.00






	1900

	$30.00






	1905

	$28.64






	1910

	$26.53











  A shot of rotgut whiskey that cost twenty-five cents in 1858 would cost $7.21 in 2018. An encounter with a “frail sister” in a parlor house might cost $15 in 1870, which translates into $288.60 today. A dress costing $50 in 1900 would cost $1,500 in current exchange. A miner made in the region of $3 per day, and a female shop clerk $6 per week. Food was scarce, and prices were high.
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  Where do the “Bad Old Days” come in, and why are Coloradoans so inordinately proud of them? Because every gunfight, every jumped claim, every strike-it-rich story adds to the tapestry of the state. For all the honest hardworking people who raised their families in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains, the improbable tales, the horrible storms, the vigilante justice, the soiled doves, and the rustled cattle are what make our history truly stand out as unique, even in the western American frontier.




  Colorado was inhabited by people who took their chances. Against the odds, and perhaps even common sense, they prevailed. We’ve always had an independent streak not only a mile high, but a mile wide. And for that simple fact alone, we should all be immensely proud.


  


  




  

  Chapter 1




  Denver’s Hardscrabble Beginning




  

  [Denver] is infested with hordes of villains of the blackest dye, murderers, thieves, and blacklegs of all kinds. It appears to be an asylum for renegades and outlaws from surrounding regions. Nearly every day we hear of depredations being committed . . .1


  




  DENVER’S ORIGINS ARE MURKY AND UNSETTLED. WHILE OTHER CITIES in the country had a reason to spring forth, Denver’s foundations were far more haphazard. As near as anyone can tell, what is now known as the city of Denver started as a group of rough camps: St. Charles, Denver, and Auraria. There may have been others; if so, their names have been lost to history. It seems probable that near the confluence of Cherry Creek and the South Platte River there was a trading post run by one of Denver’s founding fathers, William McGaa. He also went by the name Jack Jones, denoting a troubled background. Regardless, he’s gone down in Colorado history as William McGaa, a mountain man of questionable reputation who was disliked by his peers. McGaa was known to exaggerate, if not lie outright, and his boastings and imaginings were fueled by large quantities of alcohol. Rumor had it that the hard-drinking mountain man had at least two Native wives at the same time. Two downtown Denver streets still bear their names: Wazee and Wewatta.




  Even the land where Denver lurched into existence is not without controversy. The settlement sprang forth on Indian land, guaranteed in 1851 under the Treaty of Fort Laramie. McGaa obviously knew of the treaty, yet he claimed that, on account of his Native wives, he had the authority to transfer the land to white settlers.




  Of course, that was a lie. However, the white settlers probably didn’t disagree with his conclusions, and at the time the local Indians didn’t seem to mind. If the Arapahoe and Utes knew what the future held in store, no doubt they would have taken a different approach.




  Although McGaa had no right to disburse Indian territory, he could rightfully claim that his son (with wife Jennie Adams) was the first “white” child born in the area, on March 8, 1859. Beyond that, he certainly could claim a bad problem with alcohol. Who precisely Jennie Adams was remains a mystery, but it is believed that, despite her name, she was an Arapahoe woman. William McGaa would later die in a Denver jail, inebriated, in 1862. For a time, a street bore his name as well, but more about those events later.




  In the summer of 1858, the discovery of gold along the confluence of the South Platte River and Cherry Creek changed everything. Although the quantity was hardly worth mentioning, the discovery marked the beginning of measurable white settlement in the area. The early inhabitants and gold seekers populated a patch of scrub land that would become known as Denver City. The first month or so of Denver’s existence are believed to have passed peaceably enough; however, gold and alcohol have a way of doing strange things to certain people. In late September the first crime of record took place. A man named Vincent shot one John Atwell over his pouch of gold dust, although Atwell survived the ordeal. Vincent fled into the wilderness to escape but was brought back to the settlement by a group of friendly Indians (who might not have seemed so friendly to him). A citizens’ jury was quickly assembled, and a trial proceeded forthwith. The verdict passed that Vincent was indeed guilty. The punishment stipulated that Vincent must furnish Atwell with a horse. When the horse had been handed over, Vincent was given ten days’ rations and banished from the camp with a warning: If he returned, he would be shot on sight.




  He didn’t come back.




  Meanwhile, log buildings sprang up along the banks of Cherry Creek in a haphazard manner. In those early days possession was nine-tenths of the law, and squatters’ rights were respected. There are recorded instances of men inhabiting previously vacated cabins, only to have the original builders return. At such encounters the first owners usually decided not to press the issue but to simply start building again. As for the physical location of the new Denver settlement, Ute Indians cautioned against building on the floodplain. As usual, their warnings went unheeded, which proved unfortunate—the fledgling town would be virtually wiped out in 1864.





[image: The mountains were fearsome and foreboding in the early days. Only the bravest and most desperate ventured into them—until gold was discovered. SEPTEMBER 1873 HARPER’S WEEKLY]



  

  The mountains were fearsome and foreboding in the early days. Only the bravest and most desperate ventured into them—until gold was discovered. SEPTEMBER 1873 HARPER’S WEEKLY




  On January 7, 1859, George A. Jackson discovered gold in Clear Creek, which flows through the mountains to the west. The settlement of Idaho Springs sprang up near his findings almost instantaneously. And Jackson wasn’t the only prospector in those hills. Gold was found near Boulder, and a camp aptly named Gold Hill sprang up. All these reports, when combined, were enough to spark a full-scale rush.




  Weather in the mountainous terrain was not to be underestimated. A hitherto unknown man named John Gregory, on his way across the Wyoming Territory, was forced to winter in Fort Laramie. Bound for California, he changed his plans once news of Colorado’s gold reached the remote military outpost. Once the weather permitted, he headed down to Denver and, from there, west into the mountains. It was a fortuitous decision. In April 1859, he encountered a gold vein in what would later become Central City. Once again, weather intervened. A heavy snow storm fell that same night, obscuring his discovery. Frantic, no doubt, he tried to find the gold-bearing ledge again, but to no avail. Provisions dwindling, he was forced to head down to the supply town of Golden. He availed himself of one of the saloons in the township. In need of money, he extolled his misplaced discovery in the snow. Despite being unable to pinpoint the gold’s exact location, he found people willing to grubstake his claim. On May 6, 1859, he returned to the approximate location where his treasure had been buried, and with a practiced eye and a considerable dash of luck, he managed to locate the rich vein for a second time.




  Word spread like wildfire.




  Still known as the Kansas Territory, the Rocky Mountains were viewed as treacherous and threatening. The gold camps were not easy to reach, and it was considered dangerous to try. But rugged seekers arrived and, just as fast as they could, struck out despite the warnings. Some estimates claim that 100,000 gold seekers thronged to the territory in 1859. The Colorado rush would eventually dwarf California’s rush ten years earlier.




  Colorado was on the map, although not by that name. It remained a jumbled conglomeration of the Kansas, Nebraska, Utah, and New Mexico territories until February 1, 1861. However called, the territory appeared on government maps, and its notoriety lured prospectors, gamblers, thieves, “bummers,” and even the occasional law-abiding and sober-minded citizen. For the most part, these settlers were men. Prostitutes, sensing a gap in the marketplace, followed upon their heels. Some intrepid wives, doctors, and clergy followed and didn’t necessarily like what they saw. Formalized law seemed the last element to arrive, and that might just have been the case.




  As it stood, Denver acquired a rough-and-ready reputation that was, in the main, deserved. The first recorded murder took place in the spring of 1859 out near the foothills, when John Stoefle shot his brother-in-law in the head.




 

    MURDER AND EXECUTION.—On the 7th past, four Germans—an old man, two sons and a son-in-law—set out from their camp on Vasquer’s fork [now Clear Creek] to look for cattle. But one—the son-in-law—returned. After returning he acted so strangely as to arouse suspicion that all was not right, and he was arrested when he confessed that he had murdered his brother-in-law. A search was instituted, and the body of the murdered man found, shot through the head. The murderer was put upon his trial, before Judge Wagoner, found guilty on his own confession, and forthwith executed by hanging to a tree.2







  Following the murder, Stoefle had aroused suspicion at “Uncle Dick” Wooten’s store on Christmas Day 1858. The first purveyor of “Taos Lightning”—a liquor “warranted to kill at fifty yards”3—Wooten was no doubt accustomed to all sorts of desperate men.




  Stoefle must have acted very strange indeed.




  The details beyond the early newspaper account were that a search led to the body of the slain Arthur Binegraff; however, no mention is made of the other two men. On April 8, Stoefle was arrested, and he readily confessed. Tried before a citizens’ court, he was found guilty. No doubt his confession played into that verdict. The fledgling settlement had no place to lock him up, as a jail had yet to be constructed. According to historian Jerome C. Smiley, an old frontiersman called “Noisy Tom” was selected as the executioner. Tom claimed to have in his employ “a good undertaker.” Together, Noisy Tom, Stoefle, and a clergyman were driven by wagon to around Tenth and Wazee or Market Street. All kneeled for prayer except Stoefle, until Noisy Tom poked the man in the ribs and told him it was no time “to act like a heathen.”4




  When the formalities were finished, the wagon was driven from under the tree, and Stoefle was left to swing.
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A Hard Journey




  There was no easy way to get to Denver, and the plains were perilous. The Overland Trail provided the main route, hazardous as it may have been. It was on the Overland that early Denver citizen Libeus Barney travelled. A self-described “dupe” regarding Colorado’s abundant riches, Barney wrote of his early adventures for a Vermont newspaper called the Bennington Banner. When the first stagecoaches of the Leavenworth & Pike’s Peak Express crossed the plains, Barney was one of the passengers, and he recorded the crossing faithfully. From his early accounts, game was plentiful. So were rattlesnakes. Hardships abounded. Tellingly, he wrote of emigrants who travelled with disastrous results.




  

     Our mules gave out this afternoon and we were compelled to walk the last 12 miles to the station where we arrived at 8 o’clock. Here we found about fifty emigrants who came via Smoky Hill route, and they were indeed objects of compassion. Some of them started with horses, some with mules, and some with oxen, but the most of them now were without either, their teams having been deprived of food and water perished, and their wagons were burned to cook with. Many were sick and sought shelter from the frosty nights beneath their few remaining wagons. Full 300 miles from any house, without fuel, save a scanty supply of wild sage, (very much resembling our garden sage), and destitute in almost every particular, it is not to be wondered at, that they should all repent and even curse the day their folly sent them on this desperate chase for filthy gold. One of the lady emigrants here became a mother. Her child lived but a few hours, was buried upon the margin of a convenient brook, which from this circumstance, has taken the name of Infant Creek.5




  As sad as that passage is, matters could get worse.




  MAY 4—An Indian brought into camp this evening a man he had picked up the day before in an almost dying state. The man gave the following account of himself:




  “Two brothers of mine, myself and five others left Whiteside County, Ill., the latter part of February last for Pike’s Peak. Leaving Kansas City, MO. . . . the pony, for want of food and drink, became exhausted and died. We were then compelled to carry our own grub, which we continued to do until it was all consumed . . . four of our company now started ahead to find, if possible, a settlement. A Mr. Roach and my brothers were left behind, already too weak for pioneers. By and by the strength of Roach failed him and starvation looked us all full in the face. We killed our dog one day and devoured him; next day Roach died of starvation, and upon his corpse we subsisted till it was consumed to the very marrow of its bones. . . . My eldest brother, conscious he could last but a little longer implored us to feed upon him as soon as he should die. . . . He died, and we devoured him. Next my younger brother died, and was eaten by me. After consuming the flesh, gnawing the bones, and breaking them for their marrow, horrible to relate, but oh! How desperate is hunger, I mangled the skull, and breakfasted upon my brother’s brains!”6







  A retrieval party including Barney, the survivor, the stagecoach conductor, and the rescuing Indian went back to the location described. They found the remains of the younger brother, which bore out the sorry tale, and buried the scattered remnants. The family’s name was recorded in history as Rule: Charles, Alexander, and George. This is the first recorded account of cannibalism in the territory, but it isn’t the last.




  Barney travelled onward to the burgeoning city of Denver, arriving on May 7, 1859. With tongue in cheek, he described the locale as containing “about 150 log cabins, some with roofs, and more without. One hotel, 40 by 200, built of logs and covered with canvas. Here I am stopping at the moderate price of $3 per day.”7




  Prices were high, nearing exorbitant. Supplies required transport across the same dangerous and arduous routes the emigrants travelled. The rough settlements along Cherry Creek were described by an anonymous writer of the time. Signing his letter as “T,” he wrote to St. Louis’s Missouri Republican the following description, which was published on July 9, 1859:






   Men are perfectly wild and crazy. . . . Gambling and whiskey drinking flourish here extensively. Tanglefoot whiskey sells for 25 cents a drink, and would almost make a man shed his toenails. I find a much better town here than I expected. Denver and Auraria, taken collectively, make quite a large place. I will write you again soon, if I do not immediately come home.8







  One wonders what became of “T” and whether he stuck it out or turned around then and there. But whether he stayed or not, liquor remained in full glory. Indeed, spirits consumed in the “unseasoned” Denver during 1859 were barely fit for consumption and were the topic of many discussions.






   All early theorists, and that of practical judges, too, agreed that the whiskey Denver consumed in her youthful days was of an exceeding bad quality. It was colored and otherwise doctored to suit the fiery tastes of various grades of customers. It retailed from bottles bearing popular nick-names, one virgin barrel usually serving as the base for all these operations. The customary retail price in 1859 for all qualities—none of them good—was twenty-five cents a drink. Whiskey was at the bottom of most of the frequent brawls and fights.9







  The popular nicknames give a good indication of the quality, if not the ingredients. Coffin Varnish, Family Disturbance, Rotgut or Taos Lightning—none of it could be considered good.




  Once again, there was money to be made upon the proclivities of others. As such, it stands to reason that some of the largest and most important buildings constructed in the early days were saloons. One early account records the presence of civic-minded journalist and New York Times editor Horace Greeley, of the “Go West, young man” fame. It presents an accurate yet comical description of Denver’s early character.




  
DENVER HALL.




  

     In January, 1859, Messrs. Blake & Williams began the erection of the Denver House, on Blake Street, near Cherry Creek. It was built of cottonwood logs, is about thirty feet wide and near a hundred feet in length, one story high, with a steep roof originally of canvas. It has since passed through numerous transformations. First, the canvas roof was taken off, and a roof of sawed boards put on. This did not answer, and late in the fall it was removed and shingles substituted; then the outside walls were weather boarded, the front handsomely finished and painted, and finally a floor laid throughout. It was in the bar-room of the Denver House that we first heard Horace Greeley address the red-shirted, bearded-faced adventurers of the Rocky Mountains. He stood behind a gambling table, accommodatingly deserted for the occasion by the owner, a science dealer of French or three card monte. The white-coated philosopher gave much good and fatherly advice to a mixed audience of some two or three hundred persons and wound up with a recommendation to early test the agricultural resources of the country. As he stepped from the table it was again occupied by its Industrious owner, who opened with, Come down! come down! gentlemen; who goes forty dollars-on the ace? Come, gentlemen, roll up and down with your [gold] dust; you’ll find this don’t much resemble agriculture, but it’s mightily like mining, were the words that greeted the renowned Horace as he made his exit from the room.10







  From the following historical account, Denver was nowhere near ready or inclined toward farming. But even the straitlaced Greeley wasn’t done with Colorado yet.




  The “Locals”




  

     Almost from the first, gamblers and thieves were the pests of the Cherry creek towns. A considerable number of them managed to get across the plains early in 1859; some coming quite early. Usually they arrived without resources of any kind, in consequence they resorted to all sorts of exasperating practices to keep their evil souls from parting company with their worthless bodies. Their outrageous behavior provoked frequent affrays and caused endless friction in the community. After the Clear Creek discoveries began to generally yield profitable results, the gamblers and petty swindlers armed with games and tricks for fleecing the unwary, seemed to be in a fair way to accumulate riches faster than the hardworking miners who were digging them from the earth. Scores of these harpies infested the towns, not even pretending to have any occupation beyond plundering the thoughtless and reckless who had gathered up some of the yellow dust; employing means all the way from the alleged “square game,” down to bare-faced cheating, swindling and robbing. To this were added the depredations of thieves who stole, right and left, any portable thing on which they could lay their hands in the absence of the owner. These marauders and their gambling associates had been cowed for a season by the summary execution of the murderer Stoefel [sic], but later renewed and continued their practices until the vigilance committees threatened them with the fate that later overtook the more dangerous class of outlaws.11







  Denver’s first ordinances were created in 1861. Most certainly the intent was to somehow separate the sale of intoxicating liquors from gambling—unless, of course, the proprietor purchased two separate licenses. Gamblers paid taxes of $2.50 per gambling table or apparatus. Licenses in Denver, even from the beginning, were big business. Gambling provided much of that income.




  

     THE FICKLE GODDESS – The various gambling saloons in this city are pretty well thronged at present. “Three-card monte” and “chuck a-luck” and the inimitable species of amusement known as the “strap-game” where the man who loses is always the better, are much in vogue. If people will lose their money in trying to beat gamblers in their own game, they will find opportunities enough in Denver.12







  Stories abounded of men getting fleeced at the gaming tables, but that was just part of the culture. Which is not to say that there weren’t “honest” places, but gambling was very much a buyer-beware proposition. By 1862 a certain class of upstanding citizens felt the gambling element was getting out of control, especially when such operations took place on the boardwalks and in the streets, detracting from honest business and blocking access with makeshift games. In 1864 the town council surrendered its regulation of such matters over to the Territorial Legislature with a strong sigh of relief. The Territorial Legislature suppressed gambling by holding the owners of gambling houses in contempt of the law, carrying a penalty of up to one year in jail and a fine ranging from $50 to $300.




  Among the sports and the men seeking entertainment, there was an uproar. Thus, the unpopular law was revoked in 1865, and a special act was passed exempting Denver from the gambling restrictions. Of course, that gave the city a huge edge over other settlements. Denver was wide open and ready for business. Of any kind.


  




  

Chapter 2




  Gold! The First Rush: 1858–1870




  THE DUST OF PROGRESS NEVER SETTLED. WORD WAS OUT ABOUt JOHN Gregory’s discovery of May 6, 1859. According to contemporary estimates, by June some ten thousand men had crowded near Gregory’s mine, in an area now known as Prosser Gulch.1 His discovery was followed shortly by that of William Green Russell. More men flooded into the areas designated as Central City, Gregory Gulch, Russell Gulch, and Nevadaville. They came in wagons, on horseback, pushing handcarts, or simply on foot. Some came from the eastern states, others from California, and some ventured from as far away as Cornwall and Ireland. All were anxious to try their hand at extracting gold from the mountains and the riverbeds.




  Of course, everyone assumed it would be fairly easy.




  When Horace Greeley arrived in June 1859, making his way up to the mining camps of what would become known as “the World’s Richest Square Mile,” Libeus Barney was circumspect. His writings provide a more tempered assessment of what Greeley actually encountered on his fact-finding observations.




  

     It was well known at the “diggings” when Mr. Greeley would pay them a visit, and they were, consequently, prepared for him. More than three times as much gold was worked out in his presence as had been gathered before or since in a single day, and gold that was washed in the first sluice was mingled again with dirt and taken to the sluice and re-washed, deceiving, and at the same time, astonishing the distinguished editor to the extent, I presume, of a favorable Tribune report.2







  Although mining was hard and, in truth, few were striking it rich, the miners understood the value of positive promotion. Nonproducing claims could be offloaded for a tidy sum to the unsuspecting greenhorn. Positive promotion helped capture the collective imagination of the country and in so doing assured a steady influx of capital. Of course, neither the miners nor the men who owned town lots admitted the stark reality. Riches didn’t come easy, and gold wasn’t just scattered about on the ground. Many claims and town lots were next to worthless unless buyers could be found.




  

     Some six or eight leads have proved to be very rich, paying from $25 to $100 to the man per day. . . . To make a low estimate, there are 20,000 men in and around the Gregory Diggings, and an overwhelming majority are making next to nothing, —say one in 300 are making their board, and, when we except the very few which are making money fast, the rest are feeding upon the stock they brought with them.3
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