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Mark Twain called the late 19th century the Gilded 

Age because a shiny, prosperous facade often hid 

corrupt, greedy politicians and businessmen.  

 

You can find at least one role model in Colorado's 

past: William Jackson Palmer. He rose high above his 

fellow robber barons to put his workers, his 

community and his stockholders ahead of his own 

fortune.  

 

Palmer, founding father of Colorado Springs and 

many other Colorado railroad towns created and 

guided the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad.  

 

Palmer, a Philadelphia Quaker, joined a railroad 

engineering crew at age 17. At 21, he became the 

private secretary to the president of the Pennsylvania 

Railroad. Palmer experimented with a new fuel - 

coal, which he found twice as efficient as wood for 

powering steam locomotives. He also suggested that 

companies motivate workers by sharing profits - a 

radical idea in the 1850s.  

 

When not working on technical or employee 

improvements, Palmer lectured on humanitarian 

causes such as abolishing slavery and providing 

greater opportunities for blacks.  

After serving with distinction in the Civil War, Gen. 

Palmer came to Colorado to build railroads, but 

stayed to build what is now the state's second-largest 

city. After surveying the Front Range, he laid out a 

model city, Colorado Springs, at the base of Pikes 

Peak.  

 

The arrival of Palmer's Denver & Rio Grande 

Railroad later that year helped make the Springs a 

tourist destination. Disembarking passengers, 

however, found the town cemetery next to the 

railway station. To squelch any doubts about the 

Springs being a first-class health spa, Palmer had the 

boneyard moved to its eastern outskirts, where 

Evergreen Cemetery lies to this day.  

 

The newly minted city's majestic setting and crisp, 

sunny mountain air attracted wealthy travelers and 

genteel invalids, who found attractive homes, tree- 

lined streets, parks and a focus on churches, schools 

and libraries - not Colorado's usual bars, bordellos 

and gambling halls.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Palmer shaped Colorado Springs in many ways. He 

built a business empire using his D&RG railroad to 

found and promote towns that sprang up along its 

tracks, from Alamosa to Durango to Westcliffe. 

Palmer's Tudor-style home at Glen Eyrie became a 

retreat for the social and cultural elite. He donated 

land and money to build Colorado College and the 

Colorado School for the Deaf and Blind.  

 

In addition to Palmer Halls on those two Colorado 

Springs campuses, there is also one at Hampton 

Institute in Virginia, a pioneer college for African-

Americans. Palmer founded Antlers Park, the 753-

acre Palmer Park (now Austin Bluffs), and 2-mile-

long Monument Park. He also gave land and money 

for the original Colorado Springs Public Library, now 

gloriously restored at the local history section of the 

downtown library.  

 

"I had a dream last night," Palmer wrote in 1870 to 

his new bride, "while sitting in the railway car 

window . . . a wide-awake dream (about) an ideal 

railroad (where) every employee, no matter how low 

his rank, invested in the stock and profit of the line, 

should feel as if it were their own and not some 

strange soul-less corporation."  

 

When he sold the Denver & Rio Grande, Palmer split 

the profits among all employees, even the humblest 

track repairman. He spent much of the rest of his 

wealth on making more civic improvements to his 

beloved Colorado Springs, where his equestrian 

statue still stops downtown traffic at the intersection 

of Platte and Nevada and suggests a higher road for 

America's CEOs.  
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