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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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Shelf Road -  stage route to the Arkansas River valley 

A young Mabel Barbee Lee (1902). 
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