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The Heart of Gold: Working-Class 
Voices from the Cripple Creek 
Gold Mining District

April 2, 2002

I am a sucker for historical anniversaries. In 2002, I was already anticipat-
ing the centennial of the Colorado Labor Wars, a series of brutal strikes 
during 1903–1904 that rocked Colorado’s coal and hardrock mining in-
dustries. The conflicts began as local labor disputes, but became linked 
through the aggressive responses of mine owners and the state. Governor 
James H. Peabody repeatedly sent state troops to strike areas to ensure 
that union miners suffered disastrous defeats throughout Colorado.1 If 
this seems an odd anniversary to anticipate, the Labor Wars had pre-
occupied me for over three decades, since I began researching hardrock 
miners and their unions. My dissertation was a working-class history of 
the Cripple Creek, Colorado gold-mining District, where organized labor 
fought a pivotal battle in these conflicts.2  

Gold was discovered in Cripple Creek in 1890. Within a decade it was 
famed as “The World’s Greatest Gold Camp,” producing over $20 million 
annually. By 1900, the District’s ten towns housed some 30,000 people, 
most of them miners drawn by the promise of steady work at good pay.3 
Stable mining and steady employment drew married men with families, 
who organized to protect their jobs and benefits. Bookended by two crucial 
Western Federation of Miners (WFM) strikes in 1894 and 1903–1904, the 
District was an organized labor stronghold. The WFM was the keystone 
of the local labor movement, renowned for its strikes, its endorsements of 
the Socialist Party, and its leadership in founding the Industrial Workers 
of the World (IWW). Founded in 1893, the WFM’s first major victory was 
the Cripple Creek strike of 1894, which established the eight-hour day, 
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$3 minimum daily wage, and the right to organize for District miners.4 
The victorious miners supported other crafts that by 1902 had organized a 
majority of workers in all trades in some fifty-four local unions.5  

Organized labor held substantial political, social, and economic power 
throughout the ten District communities: Cripple Creek, Victor, Goldfield, 
Independence, Altman, Cameron, Anaconda, Elkton, Lawrence, and 
Gillet. Unions influenced wages, hours, and working conditions, provided 
for the health and welfare of their members, organized the local holidays, 
established libraries and reading rooms, and published a daily newspaper, 
the Victor and Cripple Creek Daily Press, which boasted that it was “The 
Only Daily Newspaper Owned By Organized Workingmen.”   

Labor’s power ended with “the” Cripple Creek strike of 1903–1904. 
That conflict began in August 1902, when the WFM organized Colorado 
City Mill and Smeltermen’s Union No. 125. Its members worked in the 
Standard, Portland, and Telluride Mills in Colorado City that refined 
Cripple Creek ore, laboring twelve hours for a $1.80 daily wage. The an-
ti-union Standard hired a Pinkerton detective to infiltrate the union. The 
Pinkerton Detective Agency was an anti-union agency that employers 
hired to help break unions, either by identifying union members and 
leaders or by staging illegal acts that could be falsely attributed to union 
members. The detective who infiltrated Local No. 125 identified forty-two 
union members to the company, which promptly fired them. The WFM 
requested their reinstatement, a $2.25 daily minimum wage, and the right 
to union membership. The Standard refused to negotiate, and the mill 
workers went on strike.6

Between August 1902, when the smeltermen organized, and February 
1903, when the Standard refused to bargain, Coloradoans went to the polls 
to decide a pivotal and hotly contested election. Democrats and Populists 
won a combined majority of the votes, but Republican James Hamilton 
Peabody took the Governor’s office by a plurality. During his two-year 
term, major strikes rocked the northern and southern Colorado coal fields, 
the mills and smelters of Denver and Colorado City, and the hardrock 
communities of Clear Creek County, Telluride, and the Cripple Creek 
District. Over the protests of local authorities, Peabody dispatched the 
National Guard to strikes in Telluride, the southern coal fields, Colorado 
City, and the Cripple Creek District.7

The strike spread from Colorado City to Cripple Creek in March 1903 
when the miners refused to work on mines that shipped ore to the unfair 
plants, attempting to dry up the ore supply to support the mill workers. 
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The WFM was an industrial union, committed to organizing all the work-
ers in the vertically integrated mining industry into one union to match 
owners’ power. The major District mine owners also owned the mills and 
smelters, and the railroads that hauled ore from their mines to their refin-
ing facilities in Colorado City. Competition among owners who supported 
and opposed organized labor became a crucial submerged factor in the 
strike. The president of the Portland Mill, James Burns, had been a plumb-
er before he discovered gold on Battle Mountain above the city of Victor. 
He did not discriminate against union labor, and his Portland Mine re-
mained open throughout most of the strike, as did other union properties 
that did not supply non-union mills. The strike became, in part, a struggle 
for industrial control among pro- and anti-union employers.8 

The strike dragged on for fifteen months. For much of that time the 
District was under martial law. Over the objections of local authorities, 
Governor Peabody sent the National Guard, led by Adjutant General 
Sherman Bell, a local mine superintendent who announced his intention 
to destroy “this damned anarchistic federation.” Bell took the job only after 
mine owners agreed to make up the difference between his $1,800 annual 
salary as Adjutant General and the $5,000 he had earned managing the 
Moffat mines in the Cripple Creek District. The troops cost over $400,000, 
which the mine owners advanced in return for certificates of indebtedness 
from the state at 4 percent interest. The local anti-union Citizens’ Alliance 
was mustered in to help as Company L in the National Guard.9

Periodic violence—some major, some minor, some staged—became 
the justification for the armed force. A carpenter, Thomas Stewart, was 
beaten as he built a fence around a non-union mine. Someone took spikes 
from the tracks of the Florence and Cripple Creek railroad; the track walk-
er was tipped off and the incident passed without mishap. On November 
21, 1903, an explosion in the non-union Vindicator Mine killed two men. 
The Vindicator lay within the perimeter of the military encampment and 
was well guarded at the time. On January 26, 1904, faulty machinery sev-
ered the cable hauling miners to the surface of Stratton’s Independence 
mine; one man was thrown clear and fifteen plunged to their deaths. All 
sides pointed fingers, alternately blaming union miners, Mine Owners’ 
Association (MOA) hirelings, or incompetent non-union labor.10 

Labor protested the excesses of the militia, which arrested union 
leaders and held them without charge, suspended the right of habeas 
corpus, invaded a court room in Cripple Creek with armed troops and 
trained a Gatling gun on the courthouse rather than obey a court order 
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to surrender imprisoned union leaders, and denied freedom of assembly, 
freedom of the press, and the right to bear arms. Bell’s lieutenant, Thomas 
McClelland, announced: “To hell with the constitution, we aren’t going by 
the constitution.”11

The strike ended tragically early on June 6, 1904, when a bomb ex-
ploded beneath the platform of the Independence, Colorado train depot, 
killing thirteen non-union miners coming off shift. Who set the dynamite 
and who paid them remain fiercely debated.12 What followed the tragic 
explosion is clear. Within hours, mine owners and the Citizens’ Alliance 
forced elected officials to resign—they told the Sheriff he could resign or 
be hanged—and seized control of local governments and the investigation 
into the explosion. They smashed union halls and four WFM cooperative 
stores that had provisioned the strikers. The militia deported over 200 
union leaders to Kansas and New Mexico; hundreds of others left in fear 
or were violently driven away by armed masked mobs. The MOA imposed 
an owners’ hiring card and banned union labor from the District.13  

During the strike many mines that employed union miners were 
forced to fire them. On June 9, 1904, the militia occupied the largest re-
maining union property, James Burns’ Portland Mine. Accusing Burns of 
“employing and harboring large numbers of dangerous, lawless men,” Bell 
announced, “I anticipate Mr. Burns will be permanently deposed, and I 
hope obliterated from that vicinity.” On June 19, an anti-union faction de-
posed Burns as president of the mine he had discovered and the company 
he had founded.14 In November, two MOA gun thugs intimidated people 
from voting by killing two union poll watchers, one of whom was a key 
witness in the investigation of the Independence Depot explosion.15  

The strike still sparks arguments about competing versions of events, 
and particularly about who was most violent. Over a year after the strike’s 
chaotic climax, Harry Orchard, a former member of the Altman WFM lo-
cal, confessed that he had murdered Frank Steunenberg in Caldwell, Idaho, 
on December 30, 1905. A sheep rancher in 1905, Steunenberg had been 
the governor of Idaho during an 1899 WFM strike in the Coeur d’Alenes. 
Orchard implicated an “inner circle” of the WFM in the Steunenberg mur-
der, particularly WFM President Charles Moyer, Secretary-Treasurer W. 
D. (Big Bill) Haywood, and George Pettibone, a Denver merchant who had 
been a WFM activist in the Coeur d’Alenes. The three were abducted to 
Idaho, imprisoned for over a year and a half, and finally acquitted. In his 
confession, Orchard also alleged that the “inner circle” had hired him to 
set the explosives at the Vindicator Mine and the Independence Depot.16 
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Whether Orchard in fact blew up the Depot, whether he acted alone, and 
who hired him were all hotly contested at the time. These questions re-
main unresolved.17   

I was first drawn to this history in 1969 during an undergraduate 
internship that gave me the extraordinary opportunity to organize the ar-
chives of the Western Federation of Miners-International Union of Mine, 
Mill, and Smelter Workers. I wrote my undergraduate history thesis on 
the Western Federation of Miners and the Radical Labor Movement.18 
That project left me wondering what difference the union made for the 
thousands of miners it represented, and for their families, a question that 
led me to Cripple Creek, and to the period between the two crucial miners’ 
strikes. 

One of the challenges of a history that is really about tens of thousands 
of people is giving it a human face, a human voice. My questions about the 
human value of the unions and the human consequences of the strikes 
led me to people who had survived the struggles, and their descendants, 
who generously shared their stories with a very green young historian. 
While many histories have focused on organized labor and the lessons it 
took from its 1904 strike defeats, the survivors I interviewed in the 1970s 
told more personal stories of the conflict. I developed a particularly close 
relationship with May McConaghy Wing, from our first interview in 1975 
until her death in 1980. Born in 1890, the daughter, wife, and mother of 
hardrock miners, May Wing lived most of her ninety years in the Cripple 
Creek District. In our last recorded interview, she voiced the challenge 
that animates my work. “I lived the history that I can tell,” May told me. 
“And of course, the history today, in books that’s written a lot, is not really 
the true thing, as it was lived.”19  

Writing history as it was lived has been difficult for the best-inten-
tioned historians because sources and memories were among the spoils of 
the strike. The Daily Press folded just as the strike began, after which the 
Victor Record became the only remaining pro-union paper in the District. 
One night the militia rounded up the Record’s workforce and took them 
to the military bullpen. Emma Langdon, a union printer whose husband 
was among those arrested, sneaked in, printed the paper, and delivered it 
to the commanding officer, the ink still wet, its headline blazing, “Slightly 
Disfigured But Still In the Ring.” The Record offices were sacked in the 
aftermath of the strike; after that it abandoned its pro-union stance.20 
Union records were seized or destroyed when mobs poured coal oil on 
them as they attacked the union halls in the June 6 rioting. Some memories 
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left with the leaders forced from the District. Controlling sources and 
memories becomes part of the history of the strikes and how they have 
been interpreted. 

The story of Cripple Creek has appeared in multiple versions with 
multiple leading actors and plots. In none of them would May Wing 
have played a leading role. Competing versions of the history appeared 
throughout the strike and immediately afterwards. In 1904, the Colorado 
Mine Owners’ Association published The Criminal Record of the Western 
Federation of Miners from Coeur d’Alenes to Cripple Creek, charging 
the WFM with virtually every crime committed in the gold and silver 
camps for a decade. The WFM countered with its Category of Crimes of 
the Operators’ Association: 851 Murdered in Less Than Four Years, which 
blamed all mining-related deaths on owners’ negligence. Emma Langdon 
published her pro-labor history in 1904 and 1905.21

The counter-narrative appeared in the first academic history, Benjamin 
McKie Rastall’s The Labor History of the Cripple Creek District, published 
in 1908 from his 1906 University of Wisconsin dissertation.22 A resident 
of Colorado Springs, home of many of the major mine owners, Rastall had 
close ties to local business. He somehow secured some of the few surviving 
union records, which remain at the Wisconsin State Historical Society. For 
Rastall, the strike was unreasonable because the miners struck innocent 
mine owners with whom Rastall maintained they had no grievance. He ig-
nored the vertical integration of mines and smelters. He characterized the 
District as a “Little Mining Monarchy, shut off from the rest of the world 
by a high mountain range . . . with its own separate political organization, 
the power in the hands of the miners, the unions controlled by a minority, 
the strike power in the hands of a clique.” It was an “anomaly,” “a very 
recent frontier district, of a highly developed industrial center, which has 
kept most of its frontier aspects.”23 The mine owners’ forcible takeover of 
the local government and the courts thus “civilized” the frontier.24

Rastall insisted that everyone he knew in the District knew that the 
union had blown up the depot. We clearly talked to different people. 
Rastall’s version dominated local histories, which focused on the enter-
taining antics of fun-loving, hard-drinking young mine owners, especial-
ly those who won control of the District after the strike.25

The selective memories and erasures that inscribed different versions 
of a still-contested history reverberated throughout the centennial com-
memorations. Commemoration implies a shared understanding of events, 
a shared set of symbols, a common cast to memorialize. Histories of the 
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Colorado Labor Wars had established no such common ground. Seeking 
to explain the WFM’s socialist endorsements and the violence of many 
western miners’ strikes, historians have concluded variously that the min-
ers’ politics were the product of the frontier26; of brutal strike experien-
ces27; of the lack of a local middle class28; of rapid industrialization29; of 
the dangers of underground work30; of loss of control to management31; 
of diminished opportunities for self-employment32; of failure to secure 
an eight-hour law in Colorado33; or of the defeats of the Populist Party 
and the Knights of Labor.34 For some, the strikes became insignificant be-
cause they were not ordinary daily occurrences. As one historian put it, 
their significance rested in the false assumption that “the WFM’s defeat 
in Cripple Creek was merely the experience of Tincup, Silver City, Lump 
Gulch, and Tonopah [mining towns] writ large.”35 

Perhaps not. One could argue—and I have—that Cripple Creek was, 
both materially and symbolically, more significant than Tincup in shaping 
working-class agendas and in the lived experience of tens of thousands of 
miners and their families. Violent confrontations did not have to occur in 
every mining town to influence workers’ understandings of their options, 
because when mine owners broke strong unions, the outcomes shaped re-
lationships throughout the industry.36  

The lived histories I recorded held this bitter legacy. People told stories 
about working-class life before 1904 that their children and grandchildren 
often had not heard. To work in Cripple Creek after the 1904 strike defeat, 
miners had to hide any hint of union allegiance. By the 1970s, when I 
interviewed them, most survivors who remembered the union era were 
elderly women whose fathers had been union miners. Still girls during 
the strike, they married men who did not begin mining until after the 
WFM was driven out and so had never belonged to a union. They could 
still be blacklisted, so it was dangerous to talk about organized labor and 
the strike. When people agreed to talk to me, the mines were closed, the 
men had died or retired, and the survivors did not want their memories to 
die with them.37 Their narratives varied enormously from both the mine 
owners’ version of the strikes, which blamed the unions for violence, and 
from labor historians’ emphases on the consequences for organized labor 
and for working-class politics. Few histories said much about what the 
strikes meant to the strikers and their families. 

My work has its place in the longstanding debates about the strike and 
about who was most responsible for its tragic outcome. But rather than 
debate the debate further, let’s consider what the strike meant for Cripple 



THRESHOLDS, WALLS, AND BRIDGES74

Creek “writ small”—not for Tincup or Lump Gulch, but for one miner 
who could represent many others, and for his extended family. 

His name was John Welch. Born in 1864, the son of a Vermont coal 
miner, he entered the coal mines after his father died in a mining acci-
dent on July 4, 1875—hardly an Independence Day for the eleven-year-
old who quit school to take his father’s place underground. Sometime in 
the 1880s, John Welch moved to Leadville, Colorado, a silver-mining 
town, like many coal and lead miners who sought the higher wages 
and lesser dangers of western hardrock mines. There he met and mar-
ried Hannah Doran.38 

Hannah Doran’s parents, Edward and Catharine Doran, could 
represent many immigrant mining families. Born in Ireland in the 
early 1830s, they married young, probably during the disastrous fam-
ine years, 1845–1849. They left Ireland, to settle for a time in Wales; 
perhaps Edward worked the coal mines there. Catharine began long 
years of childbearing with the birth of their first son, James, in 1852. 
Sometime between 1854, when Thomas was born, and 1858, when 
Mary arrived, the Dorans immigrated to Shullsburg, in Wisconsin’s 
lead-mining region. Edward worked as a lead miner. Catharine cared 
for their ever-increasing family—she bore twelve children in nineteen 
years, nine of whom survived. All the Doran children attended school 
well into adolescence, an important achievement, especially, we might im-
agine, for Catharine, who could neither read nor write. By the 1880s, lead 
mining declined, and the new silver mines around Leadville drew many 
Shullsburg miners, including the Dorans.39

Most of the Doran sons mined; the daughters, like Hannah, married 
miners. Kate Doran married James McConaghy, an Irish immigrant hoist 
engineer. Their daughter May was born in Leadville November 25, 1890. 
Three months later Kate died, and in 1893 James took three-year-old May 
to Victor, in the Cripple Creek District. James’ brother John McConaghy 
moved there, too. So did his brother-in-law Ed Doran, with his wife Mary.40  

In 1893, John and Hannah Welch followed. John Welch joined the 
WFM; he and Hannah participated in both Cripple Creek strikes. Their 
daughter Kathleen dated the first strike in family time with her older 
brother’s birth. “In 1894 Tom was born,” she told me, “and that’s when the 
Bull Hill strike was.” The strikers, surrounded by an army of sheriff’s dep-
uties, entrenched themselves on Bull Hill, the center of union activism. 
They built a mock fort and pretended to be well armed. Kathleen Welch 
Chapman recounted her mother’s story: 
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There wasn’t too many people up there, you know—and the 
men went out and they had their wives come along with 
them. And Mama said she wrapped Tom in a blanket and 
went along. And the men took their coats off, and their hats, 
and put them up in a tree and put the guns up in there. And 
then, of course they were milling around, you know, and oh, 
they just thought that the world was up there, this militia did, 
when they seen them. . . . And when they could look up there 
and see all them guns shining through with the sun on them, 
boy, they stopped and they turned around and went back to 
Colorado Springs on the run!41

After the first strike, the Welch family moved to a new home they built 
in Goldfield. Kathleen was born there in 1895, then Edward, Annie, and 
young John. The Welches’ income, welfare, and social life were all con-
nected to John Welch’s union membership. Kathleen Chapman remem-
bered the union era for the union men who brought sick benefits when her 
dad couldn’t work, the union Labor Day parades and picnics, and a secure 
family life. John Welch was, she said, “a great union man. He always be-
lieved in that union—for people and among people.”42  

One of the first tasks of local unions was providing for sickness and 
death. Unions paid sick benefits, cared for widows and orphans, organized 
funerals, shipped bodies out of the District for burial, and hired doctors 
and nurses for their members.43 Kathleen Welch Chapman fondly recalled 
these union benefits as part of what her father meant when he said that 
unions were “for people.” 

Now, if there was a family that was very hard up or very tight 
for money, why [the unions would] help them out. . . . I can 
remember people in Victor coming to Goldfield when Papa’d 
maybe have a cold or be sick or couldn’t go to work or some-
thing. There’d be maybe a half a dozen men come at night to 
see if he was getting along and if he needed anything.44

The unions organized social life as well, hosting balls, socials, picnics, and 
holidays. The two big local holidays were the Fourth of July and Labor 
Day. All the Welches took part in the three-day Labor Day celebrations. 
To little Kathleen Welch, the annual Labor Day picnic at Pinnacle Park 
was a wonderland of merry-go-rounds, ball games, horseshoes, picnics 
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shared with other union families, speeches by the Governor of Colorado 
and other “people like that you know, that was really worthwhile.”45 In 
1903, the speaker was WFM President Charles Moyer, who lambasted 
Governor James Peabody for sending the militia to strike areas through-
out Colorado.46

Labor Day began with a parade. An estimated 3,000 union members 
marched in the 1899 parade, 5,000 in 1901 and 1903. John Welch marched, 
though, not with his local union but with his religious fraternal associ-
ation, the Knights of St. John. He “always wore his uniform,” Kathleen 
Chapman remembered, “and, oh, them were great.”47 She did not remem-
ber if her mother belonged to the WFM Women’s Auxiliary, but Hannah 
was, she said, “always quite a church member,” and she remembered with 
great fondness the local priest who sided with the union during the second 
strike.48 

Despite the Welches’ union allegiance, after the 1894 strike John had 
generally cordial relations with his employers, the Woods Investment 
Company. The Woods family were Baptists who believed, apparently, in 
the stewardship of wealth. Unlike most District mine owners, they in-
vested some of their wealth in the District and were widely perceived as 
generous and egalitarian for their contributions to working-class social 
life. The Woods family built Pinnacle Park, the vast picnic ground, zoo, 
and amusement park that they annually donated for Labor Day.49 

The Woods Investment Company built a clubhouse for its employees, 
opposite its Gold Coin Mine in Victor. The two-story building held a li-
brary, a large athletic room, a bath room, where men could bathe when 
they came off shift, a billiard hall and chess tables, and a few bedrooms 
for company employees. The Club was dedicated with an elaborate party 
in February 1900. John and Hannah Welch were there. Their daughter 
remembered the night vividly.

Papa worked on the Gold Coin there in Victor. . . . And I 
can remember that night so well. I wasn’t very big. Mama 
and Papa went. I can remember how nice they looked. They 
got a baby-setter to come in and set with us. . . . We lived in 
Goldfield, and they went up to Victor to the opening. And . . .  
they said they had such a good time. Well, they danced and 
had a big banquet.50
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Not surprisingly, Kathleen Chapman remembered parades, baby-sitters, 
and union committees that came to her house when her father was ill, but 
not what happened at the union hall, or her parents’ political affiliations. 
I don’t know, therefore, whether John Welch shared the Populist politics 
of many District miners in the 1890s, or whether he, like an influential 
minority of the union leadership, joined the Socialist Party when it was 
founded in 1901.

In many regards, though, John Welch resembled his co-workers, many 
of whom shared the heritage of coal mining, who frequently associated 
with men of other classes in the local lodge halls, saloons, Asian Exclusion 
campaigns, and political parties. Like John Welch, union leaders and local 
businessmen alike were likely to belong to at least one lodge or fraternal 
association, frequently to the same one. They sometimes belonged to the 
same political parties. Organized labor exerted considerable influence in 
District politics, and almost a third of the political activists I could iden-
tify belonged to unions. 

Whatever John Welch’s politics, he shared a great deal with the union 
leadership. They were frequently, like him, married homeowners in their 
thirties and forties; many lived in the smaller towns, like Goldfield.51 And 
like him, they had amicable relations with their employers, provided the 
employers treated workers with respect. Otherwise, they struck or boy-
cotted businesses unfair to workers in other crafts that sold non-union 
goods, or that refused to honor labor’s demands for wages, hours, and 
working conditions.52  

Even the high regard for the Woods Investment Company had its 
limits. In 1901, the town of Cripple Creek denied the Woods Company a 
franchise for electric lights. The company retaliated by refusing to employ 
residents of the town. The Trades Assembly protested the policy as “tyr-
annical, iniquitous, and totally unjustifiable.” The Press reported “much ill 
feeling and indignation” because “the Woods people had acquired all they 
own in this district right here, by a stroke of good fortune . . . they found 
it in the ground where God (not the Woods) deposited it; and . . . now they 
propose to use the power of this wealth to oppress the people—to crush 
and trample underfoot the liberties of the citizens.”53

Labor approved and mingled socially only with those owners and 
managers who supported union labor. Friendly labor-management rela-
tionships could always change if employers undermined the local unions. 
Between the major conflicts in 1894 and 1903–1904, numerous local dis-
putes were settled easily. During 1899–1903, the Press reported at least 
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thirty-four minor strikes, primarily over wages and working conditions, 
most of them quickly negotiated.54 Workers felt sufficiently powerful to 
push their demands, and each success increased their faith in collective 
action. 

Strikes were a last resort. Generally, unions simply announced their 
wages and hours and boycotted businesses that refused to comply. Using 
the Press to publicize banned goods and establishments, organized labor 
won six o’clock closing for retail clerks, prevented laundries from ship-
ping clothes out of the District to non-union shops, made boarding houses 
and restaurants hire union help, established the six-day week for cooks 
and waiters, eliminated non-union products from saloons, groceries, and 
other retail houses—in short, enforced demands for union recognition, 
wages, and hours for most District workers.55  

Boycotts worked for trades that sold consumer goods or services that 
working-class patrons purchased. But boycotting gold was not an effective 
labor tactic because few miners could afford to buy the gold for which they 
risked their lives underground. Instead, WFM organizers often relied on 
social pressure. One effective tactic was for the secretaries of WFM locals 
to check miners’ union cards as they went on shift and let peer pressure 
do the rest. John Welch was probably starting his shift at least once when 
WFM officials checked cards at the Gold Coin shaft house. When Jerry 
Kelly, financial secretary of Victor Miners WFM local No. 32, checked 
cards at the Gold Coin in May 1900, only one miner refused to join, saying 
that he “cared nothing for the Miners’ union or its representative.” The 
rest of the miners refused to ride down in the cage with him, creating a 
stalemate that ended only when the superintendent paid the man’s dues.56

I don’t know if John Welch refused to ride down in the cage with a 
non-union miner. I don’t know his political allegiances, or how he voted. 
I know that he walked out with other strikers in 1903 and he stayed out. 
Despite some images of married homeowners as working-class conserv-
atives and despite assumptions that working-class radicals were young 
single hotheads, that was not the case. Whether they were hotheads or 
conservatives, single men could more easily simply leave during the strike, 
which was waged largely by married men with community ties who stayed. 
The stalwarts during the 1903–1904 strike were, like John Welch, married 
men and homeowners—those who had the most to risk and the most to 
lose.57 

However romantic strikes may seem in history books, they are simply 
hard in practice. John Welch stuck it out for fifteen months. The Welches 
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made do with union benefits, stretching the union’s support to help 
Hannah’s widowed mother, Catharine Doran. The militia considered John 
Welch important enough to be slated for deportation. He left the District 
with his brother-in-law Ed Doran, one step ahead of the soldiers.58  

Kathleen Chapman remembered the strike, and the militia camped 
on the hill above her home. She stood with other children, waving at 
trainloads of deportees. She remembered her parents helping a pro-union 
soldier sneak out of the District, fortified with a lunch Hannah made for 
him. And she remembered: “Papa had to get ready, him and Uncle Ed, and 
left, things got so bad. Somebody come and give ‘em the word that they 
were going to get them the next trainload they took out. . . . And so they 
got ready, and they left in the middle of the night, the two of them. And 
they went to Leadville and went to work.”59

 After John left, Hannah Welch continued the family’s union alle-
giance. May Wing fondly recalled the strike heroism of her grandmother 
Catharine Doran and her aunts, Mary Doran and Hannah Welch:

I did have an uncle that lived in Goldfield. His name was Ed 
Doran. And Grandma was there, Aunt Mary was expecting. 
So Uncle Ed, of course, got out. Well, he got word that they 
were going to raid the house. Of course, the militia had the 
way of doing, in the middle of the night they’d come after the 
men and take ‘em to the bullpen and then they’d send ‘em 
out. But Uncle Ed got word that they were going to come that 
night, so he left. Grandma never said just exactly where he 
went or where he hid. But she was there when they came, and 
they tore that house to pieces! They even looked in the bread-
box. Well, that got Grandma’s goat. And she said, “Shure’n 
he’s not little enough to put in the breadbox! Now every God 
blesset one of you get out of this house and leave this woman 
alone!” She said, “You can see what condition she’s in. Now,” 
she said, “git!” 

Then I had another aunt that lived there. Her name was Han-
nah Welch. . . . And she had two great big butcher knives, and 
she kept those knives razor sharp. And she always said if one 
of those militia men ever come in her house in the middle of 
the night, they’d leave with less than they brought in!60
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Finally, though, Hannah Welch took the children to join her husband 
in Leadville, after the militia harassed her son Tom and her nephew, 
Eddie Bulger, as the boys were going fishing. Kathleen Welch Chapman 
recounted:  

[T]he militia drove up there and stopped them. And they 
wanted to know where they were going. They told them, and 
[the soldiers] said, “Oh, no, you’re not. You’re hauling out food 
for the union men someplace.” “Oh no,” Eddie said, “We’re 
not. We don’t have anything, only our lunch.” Anyway, they 
pulled the two kids down off the horse. Eddie was about six 
years older than Tom. . . . And pulled them down, took their 
lunch, throwed it down on the grass. Took the saddle off the 
horse and every little nook and corner of that saddle they went 
through to see if they were taking something. Well, they just 
put the saddle back on the horse and come back down home. 
And, you know, that made a wreck out of Tom. He was about, 
I’d say, ten, eleven years old. . . . And he was just a wreck. He 
couldn’t sleep at night. . . . He’d scream in his sleep, you know. 
So Mama said, “Well, I can’t stand that.” So she packed us up 
and took us to Leadville, where Papa was, until the darned 
thing would quiet down or get over. And we were up there for 
over a year and a half. Then we came back to the District.61

Hannah Welch and the children stayed in their home in Goldfield. John 
Welch worked in mines outside the District and visited his family when 
he could, because “a union man couldn’t get a job and he wouldn’t work 
on them scab cards for anything.” He came home after being buried in 
a cave-in that crushed his chest and injured his legs. Unable to mine, he 
worked as a watchman at a small mine that resisted the Mine Owners’ 
Association. Finally, though, he became too ill to climb the hill to the mine 
or to do much work. Young Tom Welch left school after grade eight to take 
his father’s place. Just as John Welch entered the workforce when his father 
died in a Vermont coal mine, Tom Welch, born in a tent during the 1894 
strike, became the family breadwinner. In time, Kathleen contributed 
her wages as a housekeeper and laundry worker. John Welch died of his 
injuries at age forty-eight. His children remembered the union benefits, 
the social support, the vibrance and power of the union community their 
father had helped build. They knew what they had lost.62  
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During the decade of union strength, John Welch could act on his 
working-class allegiances without significant conflict with his church, 
lodge, or employer. Union benefits allowed him to get sick without starv-
ing; union wages helped him buy a home. John Welch risked his job, his 
home, his family, his local church, lodge, and community to give other 
workers the right to organize. 

When the unions were smashed, and with them the institutional 
base for working-class power, miners turned to the fellowship and social 
support of their lodges and fraternal associations. They turned especially  
to the families for whom they risked everything, and for whom they 
stayed. The miners of the Cripple Creek District risked the daily dangers 
of mining for the things that drive most of us: to support their families, to 
keep their kids in school, to work in dignity, to go home to a house they 
owned. Years later, the survivors recalled the strike defeat in terms of do-
mestic loss. Asked what difference the 1904 strike defeat made for working 
people, Kathleen Chapman replied:

Oh my, it changed it awful! You’ve been through Goldfield. 
Well, you should have seen the homes that was up there in 
Goldfield. They were beautiful, some of them. Well, people 
just got up and left, you know, and left their homes like it was, 
and lots of them never come back to them. People would go in 
and destroy the homes and pick up what they wanted, and the 
homes went to wrack, and they tore them down, and—oh,—it 
just, it just used to make me sick all over.63

For Kathleen Chapman, May Wing, and countless others, Cripple Creek 
was more than the name of a dramatic strike. It was home. Their treasure 
was not the gold buried beneath the District’s slopes, but human relation-
ships and their memories of an empowered working-class community.

The 2003–2004 strike commemoration, like the strikes themselves, 
was at least partly about who controls history. The story is always in dan-
ger of being lost, buried, or trivialized. Though I have published my own 
version of these events, including circumstantial evidence that might sup-
port labor’s contention that owners were responsible for the carnage at the 
Independence Depot, I do not think anyone still living really knows what 
happened. Perhaps the evidence no longer exists to settle that debate. But 
whatever else this history is about, it is not, for me, about who was most 
violent. 
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Whether or not they staged the fatal accidents at the Vindicator, 
Stratton’s Independence, and the Independence Depot, the Mine Owners’ 
Association, Citizens’ Alliance, and the militia fomented the Victor riot 
that caused two deaths, destroyed union property, arrested and deported 
people charged with no crimes, deposed elected officials, and at least tacitly 
approved assaults and the violent mobs that drove men from their homes. 
They took deportees hundreds of miles from their homes under military 
guard and left them in the middle of nowhere without food or shelter. If 
one believes union members staged the bombings, it is still difficult to de-
termine blame as MOA detectives heavily infiltrated the local unions and 
even the WFM Women’s Auxiliary. Even Harry Orchard, whose truth-
fulness should be subject to doubt, allegedly said that he worked for the 
Pinkerton Detective Agency during the Cripple Creek strike.64 

The strike violence magnified a prevalent culture of masculine vio-
lence, where prize fights were popular entertainment, and where miners 
lived with the constant threat of violent death underground. The strike 
record testifies that men on all sides habitually prepared for violence, and 
either carried guns or hired them. Even Hannah Welch “kept her knives 
razor sharp.” In terms of the historical outcome, the question of who 
planted the dynamite at Independence Depot is less important than whose 
explanation was accepted, and how that justified the consequences. 

The casualties of the Colorado Labor Wars went far beyond a destroyed 
union movement, and far beyond individual lives, to a shared social vision 
and collective history. Fear of company retaliation was so profound that 
some people never shared childhood memories and family stories of the 
strike or union era; many of those memories died with them. Since the 
employers controlled contemporary press reports and seized union re-
cords after the Independence Depot explosion, they controlled not only 
events, but the history of the conflict as well. The mines closed in the early 
1960s, and elderly residents felt free at last to tell their stories. 

The history they wished to preserve was not a nostalgic romantic past 
or a tale of tragic loss. It was about complicated people who lived complex 
mundane lives. They sought neither romance nor riches, but schools rath-
er than wage work for their children, and a community that they could 
shape, where work would be honored, and workers dignified. The surviv-
ors remembered a world in which union labor won social standing, indus-
trial power, and political influence. Historians may continue to debate the 
origins of strike violence and how to assign blame. But the most urgent 
testimony to the importance of the Colorado Labor Wars came from John 
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and Hannah Welch, Kathleen Chapman, May Wing, and countless others, 
who lived the history that they could tell and told the history they helped 
to make. 
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