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Ten year old Mabel Barbee sat on a railroad depot bench in Florence, Colorado with her mother, Kitty, 

waiting for the Concord Stage to Cripple Creek. Her fingers rubbed the brand new silver dollar in her 

pocket that her uncle had given her before they had boarded the train in Kansas City. She contemplated 

what it would be like to live in a gold mining camp, and how great it was going to be to see her father, 

John Barbee, once again. She missed him. 

 

It was 1892. The railroads would not connect Cripple Creek with the Colorado Midland Railroad to the 

north or the narrow gauge Florence and Cripple Creek Railroad (the “F&CC”) to the south until two 

years later. So, in order to deliver people, goods and supplies to the gold camp, as well as transport ore 

back down to Florence’s smelters, Canon City had constructed a new stage road up Phantom Canyon 

through some of the most interesting terrain in the area. It was the first stage route linking the mining 

district with the Arkansas River valley. 

 

The toll road was called “Shelf Road” because a portion of it, about ten miles south of the town of Crip-

ple Creek, was literally carved out of the side of the canyon, forming a crude one-lane shelf with a long 

drop-off on one side (see picture, page 2), just wide enough for a stagecoach. From Cripple Creek the 

route followed the canyons of Cripple and Fourmile creeks south through narrow ravines with shear lime-

stone cliffs, past Window Rock, over the narrow “shelf” and into beautiful meadows and the wide ex-

panses of Red Rock Park and the Garden Park Fossil Area. It took six hours to navigate the trail north to 

Cripple Creek, but because of the 3,000 foot drop in elevation, only four hours to come back down to 

Canon City. Toll for the six-horse stagecoach was $1.75. 
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Back at the depot, the stagecoach arrived and the driver made room in the coach for Kitty and Mabel, and 

threw their trunks and valises up on top. “This here road is rough, rugged back country,” he cautioned 

before climbing up to take the reins. “There might be bandits and unpredictable weather. Last week one 

of our stages turned over and slid down the canyon wall. Don’t wanna scare ya, though.” Mabel sat back 

on the cushioned seat, excited and a little afraid, and imagined her life of adventure yet to come. 

 

Remarkably, amid the jostling of the stagecoach as it wound its way through the canyons, Mabel went to 

sleep. She was awakened suddenly by her mother, who was urging her to get up, and noticed the coach 

was stopped in a narrow ravine. “Shhh, be still, just hang on to me, it’s bandits,” Kitty whispered. Out-

side, two large, masked men with equally large six-shooters had lined up all the passengers and were 

extracting their money and jewelry. Mabel touched the silver dollar in her pocket and frantically thought 

of how she could hide it. Feigning a nose scratch she stuck the coin in her mouth. But when one of the 

bandits pointed his large revolver in her face, her mouth flew open and the bandit snickered. He patted 

her head as tears streamed down her face, and without saying a word placed another silver dollar on top 

of the one resting on Mabel’s tongue. “Next time pug-nose,” he chuckled, “better keep your little trap 

shut.” 
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  The bandits left and the passengers gather around each other and around Mabel, comparing the 

extent of their losses and grateful to have escaped the ordeal with only some missing valuables.  

 

Mabel Barbee Lee remembered the experience for the rest of her life. She described the event in her auto-

biography, Cripple Creek Days, published in 1958. She tells of her early life in “The World’s Greatest 

Gold Camp” - of the great Cripple Creek Fire, train wrecks and the mining district union war. She later 

graduated from Colorado College and came back to Victor in her early twenties as a teacher and became 

the mentor of Lowell Thomas, who was in later life a celebrated writer, broadcaster and traveling adven-

turer - the man who made Lawrence of Arabia famous. Thomas called her the Bret Hart of Cripple Creek. 

Mabel wrote other books, was associated with several educational institutions, including Colorado Col-

lege, Radcliffe, the University of California and Bennington and spent her older years living in San Jose, 

California. Mabel and her father and mother are buried in Mt. Pisgah Cemetery west of Cripple Creek. 
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A young Mabel Barbee Lee (1902). 
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$87,900 

299 Evergreen Rd, Woodland Park 

Enjoy the country for less with this 

completely re–modeled HUD single-

wide. Spacious kitchen. 3BR/2BA, 1216 

S.F. Great view of Pikes Peak and just 

minutes from downtown.         #533793 

These properties are a 

sample of those of-

fered exclusively by 

Coldwell Banker 1st 

Choice Realty  

$179,900 

59 Apache Creek Drive, Florissant 

An immaculate 3 BR/2 BA 1400 S.F. 

HUD manf. home on 4.8 acres. 20 x 10 

ft. deck; open floor plan. 600 S.F. 2-car 

heated garage with workshop. A fantas-

tic 8 gal/min well. REDUCED! 

Sample Buyers’  

Guide 

$375,000 

330 Red Cloud Rd, Florissant 

Custom log home on 2 acres - ready to 

move in. 3BR/2BA, 3252 S.F.  Spacious 

and lots of wood, real log walls, stair-

case, grand open loft area. Builder will-

ing to finish basement.              #573656   

Copyright Notice: the story is adapted from the autobiography of Mabel Barbee Lee 

- Cripple Creek Days.  All text and pictures are copyrighted and reserved by the 

original sources.  No information may be used without expressed, written permission 

from David Martinek, the Pikes Peak Association of Realtors, RSC or the historical 

source entities, insofar as each may have authority to grant use.  

$199,850 

18 Mt. Powderhorn Ln, Florissant 

Terrific home on 1 acre with mature 

trees, lots of wildlife. 2BA/2BA, 1800 

S.F. Bright, open floor plan w/ large 

windows. Private deck. Tandem garage 

has room for workshop.          #485529 

$279,900 

20 Irwin Dr, Florissant 

Mountain views, running stream on 12.2 

acres. 3BR/2BA, 2094 S.F.  Wood 

burning stove, lots of logs and windows. 

Rock formations on property. This is a 

beautiful home!                         #581965 

$169,500 

221 Henrietta St, Woodland Park 

Investment Property. Completely re-

modeled in 2004 w/ new plumbing, 

electric, fixtures, appliances. 1BR/1BA, 

774 S.F.  Centrally located . The current 

tenant may stay.                         #478309 

$424,850 

604 County Rd 89, Cripple Creek 

Nine acres of spectacular solitude & 

360 views. 4BR/3BA, 2838 S.F. 

Breath-taking great room, wall of win-

dows, upgraded kitchen. Oversize 

garage. You must see this!      #554164 

Shelf road is still drive-

able. The surrounding 

cliffs are favorite sights 

for rock climbers today, 

and tourists drive the 

route for a trip back into 

history. Prehistoric dino-

saur fossils were found 

in the meadows near 

Canon City. Compared 

to the more accessible 

Phantom Canyon road, 

built later, Shelf Road 

evokes the wonder of a 

time past when hardy 

people braved the un-

known to seek their 

fortunes. 

 

 

 

Primary Source: 

  

Cripple Creek Days by Mabel 

Barbee Lee, University of 

Nebraska Press, cir. 1958. 

 

References:  

 

1 - http://gorp.away.com/gorp/

publishers/wildernesspress/

driv_co4.htm. 

 

2 - Cripple Creek Days, Chap 3 

 

3 - Cripple Creek Days, photo 

pages, photo by Emery.  
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$115,900 

172 Dunlap Rd, Florissant 

Enchanting 3BR/2BA double-wide, 

1128 S.F.  Spacious and well-kept on 

0.93 acres in Wilson Subd.  Perfect for 

a vacation home or live year-round. 

Must See!                                  #427253 

LAND $130,000 

148 Choctaw Dr., Florissant 

A fabulously secluded 44-acre ridge lot 

with 360 views of Pikes Peak and the 

Sangres. A canyon marks the western 

boundary. Straddles Teller/Park County 

line. Several building spots.     #439951 

$184,900 

331 Donzi TR, Florissant 

Cedar-sided home set in tall pines for 

privacy. 4BR/2BA, 1634 S.F. Gleaming 

kitchen w/ oak cabinetry, open floor 

plan, bright and peaceful. Private deck 

off main floor BR.                  # 493668 

$268,900 

1443 Upper Twin Rocks, Divide 

Horse property on 2.23 acres. Beautiful, 

large open floor plan. 3 BR/3BA, 2274 

S.F. Fully finished walk–out basement, 

log-sided oversized garage.                     

#479650 

Homes and land from $87,900 to $424,850 

Shelf Road in southern Teller County 


