
All that Glitters is not Copper
By Eric Meythaler

THERE’S GOLD IN THEM THAR HILLS! WHEN YOU think of the mining history of
Colorado, your mind turns to gold of course, and silver…and copper?   Yes, Arizona’s
neighbor to the northeast had a small but profitable copper industry around the turn of
the twentieth century. Four main areas still boast more than one hundred mines that once

produced copper. Despite the metal’s rising price, none of the mines have been redeveloped.
One region in south-central Colorado often gave up ores with a high percentage of usable

minerals. A town in the area that lies between two mining districts also had the advantage of having
the main railroad run through it. It is called Salida and is a typical mining and railroad-developed
town. The rail company built the hospital, a roundhouse, and other structures, mainly boarding
houses and storefronts. Although the roundhouse is gone, many of these traditional brick-fronted
buildings remain today as part of the largest downtown historical district in Colorado.

The Salida area was home to a goodly number of mining concerns. Our tale revolves around
one such venture, enticingly titled The Boston-Colorado Copper Company.  Incorporated in 1905,
it was capitalized with a supposed and optimistic one million dollars worth of stock.  

The handsome certificates use flowery cursive script in the legal description. Three engraved
vignettes cover the top third. The central oval shows foothills and a train track, in what could easily
pass as local scenery. On either side are circular illustrations of miners working by candlelight. Two
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stocky men swing pickaxes in the left picture, while the right shows a crew shoveling rocks into an underground ore car. 
A very ornate gold border surrounds it all, wavy gold lines (reminiscent of a topographical map) cross the

paper, and an official-looking gold seal is embossed in one corner. Signed by the company’s two principles, this particu-
lar certificate for 3,000 shares was issued on July 16th, 1906, to a Mrs. Della Carson, probably of the Chicago   area.
Although it states the shares are worth one dollar each, they were often sold for half that amount. 

But the real story lies in the shady maneuverings of the company’s founders. In a nutshell, the Boston-
Colorado Copper Company was a sham, a con job, and a tale worthy of any soap opera.

The prologue starts with a man named B. S. Denison. For five years he was the  manager of a general store’s
jewelry department in the small town of Delta, Colorado, some 150 miles west of Salida. While in his charge, $2,500
worth of jewelry was stolen from the company safe. Curiously, the safe had not been physically attacked in any way --
no crowbar or dynamite was employed. Instead the safe had been opened by means of its combination. 

Of course Denison was the prime suspect, but no evidence could be found linking him to the crime.
Nonetheless, he moved on to Salida shortly thereafter. Denison briefly worked as an optician, but gold and diamonds
attracted him again. So he opened his own jewelry store in the downtown area. 

While he was proprietor of the shop he met a rather rakish dance instructor by the name of Frederick H.
Colvin. Colvin was concocting  his own nefarious scheme and convinced Denison to loan him two hundred dollars to
help him get started. Colvin used this money to buy an old, abandoned, and basically worthless copper mine about nine
miles out of town. 

Thus the two men became partners  in business and later, partners in crime. Denison proved to be a poor busi-
nessman and his jewelry store neared bankruptcy. Having (allegedly) stolen his own merchandise before he and Colvin
cooked up a different plan. One night in early spring of 1906, Colvin showed up at the shop with suitcases and trunks.
He proceeded to take away moe than $5,000 worth of goods. 

While caching fifteen hundred of it in Salida, he sold another $3,500 of jewelry to acquaintances in Texas. Two
days after removing the store’s best wares, the men set fire to the shop in an arson insurance fraud that netted them
another thousand dollars. In March Colvin then took off for Chicago, where he lavishly distributed diamonds and other
pieces of the jewelry to a number of wealthy women, including his landlady. This set the stage for him to implement the
second and more ambitious of their schemes. 
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Using Denison’s membership in the National Association of Jewelers, Colvin sought out another association
member in the Chicago area. His search led him to Charles Breitenbach, a part-time jeweler, but more importantly, an
influential broker. Colvin’s smooth talk and documents won over the man to become (an unwitting) part of the
Colorado copper company. 

Among the material Colvin presented were numerous brochures extolling the mine’s operation. The paperwork
claimed four tunnels of two thousand feet in total length, ore mills capable of handling one hundred tons of ore, and
$65,000 already spent in getting the old mine going again. 

But the kicker was an assay report from Salida, which showed remarkably rich ore. It turns out that Denison
and Colvin had secretly taken samples from a real and profitable copper mine to the assayer in order to obtain the glow-
ing report he showed and mailed to prospective investors. 

Colvin also quietly added that they only needed $50,000 more and the Boston-Colorado Copper Company
would soon be issuing marvelous dividends to all stockholders. He even installed Mr. Breitenbach as treasurer of the
company. Colvin was already president and Denison the secretary. 

Breitenbach was convinced and set out to sell shares of the stock to his own wealthy clients. In a very short
while he had sold about $150,000 worth (different sources mention amounts between $135,000 and $160,000). After
turning over almost half of the proceeds to Colvin, something spooked the new company official and he started ques-
tioning Colvin about the mine. 

When satisfactory answers were not forthcoming, Breitenbach dispatched his lawyer, one A. L. Gottlieb, by
train to Colorado to personally inspect the operation. Back in Salida, Denison salted the mine with gold and copper. He
also hired a crew to be industriously working when Gottlieb showed up. 

But the attorney was not fooled. Upon returning to Chicago, he told Breitenbach that he “wouldn’t give $75
for the whole territory, let alone the mine.”  He also produced a letter from the mine’s previous owner stating, “...there
was no patent on the mining claims.”

This makes the provenance of the claim difficult to ascertain and Colvin’s ownership tenuous. Perusing county
records, Colvin’s written description of his five acres is vague and incomplete.

At this point, in the fall of 1906, events got even more convoluted because Breitenbach refused to turn over all
of the money from his stock sales, Colvin had him arrested for embezzlement. But the broker and his lawyer had not
been sitting idle. The very next day Colvin himself was arrested by postal authorities and charged with using the U. S.
mails to defraud. They were first alerted to the swindle by Mrs. Barbara Schwalbe whose address was the swank Plaza
Hotel in Oak Park, an upper economic suburb of Chicago. With her information and first-hand knowledge from
Breitenbach and his lawyer, the Post Office detectives had enough to hold Colvin on five hundred dollars bail. 

In early 1907, his bail was raised to $4,000 when news of the fire insurance scam was brought in. During the
last half of 1906, the National Association of Jewelers and the insurance company had also been busy. Two of their
detectives were investigating Denison and the fire at his Salida store. Denison cracked under the pressure and broke
from Colvin, blaming the other man for engineering everything. 
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Upon hearing this, Colvin promptly fired Denison as company secretary and installed a man named E. C.
Eckes in that position. This did nothing to forestall Colvin’s problems and Eckes disappeared quietly from the story.
While Colvin sat in jail unable to pay his bail bond, the wheels of justice ground slowly. 

Mining experts were dispatched to Salida to do their own assay of the copper ore. Authorities in both states
were trying to follow the money trail from the stock sales. But they had no luck. Colvin told them that the company
records had been lost when the office burned - a remarkably convenient and familiar occurrence. 

Legal maneuverings between Colorado and Chicago mainly consisted of attempts to combine the stock and
insurance frauds into one case. But the prosecutor soon realized that if this were to happen, Denison would not be
allowed to testify against his former partner since they both would be co-respondents. 

So the two cases were split. Denison’s arson case came down to a “he said/she said” situation. With little fan-
fare the trial was hastily concluded without serious jail time for Denison. He then was escorted out to Chicago to be one
of the primary witnesses against Colvin and the stock swindle. 

While there, Denison was able to find employment as a jeweler once again. He continued to live in the
Midwest for many years. (His trail runs cold by World War I, and there is no record of him living anywhere else.) 

By now, December of 1907, Colvin had been in jail for almost a year. The judge had yet again increased his
bail bond, now up to a whopping $10,000. But the defendant was sprung from jail for the actual trial. A local Salida
man, reported back to the town’s newspaper of a “plain-looking widow lady who seems to have a heightened interest in
the proceedings.” 

He was able to discover that it was indeed this lady who had furnished the money to get Colvin released. But
his freedom was short-lived. Within a month’s time the Chicago jury found him guilty of mail fraud. His punishment
was a relatively small fine of one thousand dollars, but also two and a half years in the federal prison at Leavenworth. 

A month after the trial, B. S. Denison was back in Salida for a visit. He informed people there that Colvin had
promised, “if he ever returned to Hell (meaning Salida), he would leave no stone unturned until he made even with
some of his ‘friends’ here.”

So there it is: one of the most twisted and convoluted tales of frontier flimflam perpetrated on people “back
east.” There are dozens of similar stories throughout the early years of mining. Investors were sure that any and every
mine in California or Colorado or wherever would pay handsomely for little more than a minimum bit of effort and
cash. 

One of the other stock certificates in my collection has a one pence tax stamp from England. Four men in
London had invested in a local Salida gold mine, but this one was legitimate and profitable. But all these scenarios show
that the allure of precious metals-or even just copper, a handsome and professional-looking stock certificate, and the
glib tongue of a salesman will open the wallets of dreamers everywhere.

I would like to thank my wife, Gwen, for all photography and technical support, and the good people at the
Chaffee County Courthouse and the Salida Regional Library for their professional and kind help in my research.         �
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