Simon Wachtel

Born: Birscherg, Germany, July 24, 1854
Died: Denver, CO., February 6, 1941.
Immigration: 1870

Simon Wachtel was born on July 24, 1854 in
Birscherg, Germany.! He immigrated to the United
States as a teenager and became a successful
businessman. Fortunately, his life was well-
documented in local newspapers and passport
applications. These give us a sense of both his
physical appearance and personality. According to
passport applications in the early 20" century, he
was 5’6 with blond, graying hair, brown eyes, and a
fair complexion.? Wachtel was a “veritable
bookworm” and “open to the charms of
womankind.”® Despite that last fact, he likely never
married (see below).

In 1870, at the age of 16, he emigrated to the United
States on board the Allemanian. According to ship
records, it appears he traveled alone.* The ship
landed in New York and he spent the next 10 years
on the east coast before heading west to Leadville.

According to city directories, he lived in Leadville
for only one year, 1880. That year, he worked as a
bookkeeper at Ellis Harris’s store.> Harris’s store
sold hay, grain, cigars, and liquor from 224 W.
Chestnut Street.® Ellis Harris was a colorful,
somewhat troubled character who had repeated run-
ins with the legal authorities. In July of 1880, he
defaulted on his property and 224 W. Chestnut
Street was sold at a public auction the following
January.” Wachtel likely left town with the close of
Harris’s business, as he does not appear in city
directories in the following years. During his time
in Leadville, he purchased 1/6 of a mining claim for
$1,000 from W.A. Keller.® There are no records as
to the success of that claim, but Keller was a well-
respected businessman in Leadville at that time. It is
possible that that investment financed Wachtel’s
future ventures.
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Wachtel resurfaced in Aspen in 1884, opening
Wachtel & Co, a wholesale and retail liquor
business. The local newspapers praised this new
business and the man behind it. They exclaimed
about the “general excellence of his stock™ and that
“his reputation in that trade is a guarantee that all
customers will be pleased with his goods and
treatment.”® His experience in business that the
paper refers to, other than his brief stint at Ellis
Harris’s store in Leadville, is unknown. Yet
Wachtel quickly became enormously successful and
popular in Aspen: by Christmas 1884, he “[enjoyed]
the best trade in camp” and the Rocky Mountain Sun
referred to him as “one of our leading and most
popular businessmen.”° In 1886, he became ill with
pneumonia; his condition was frequently reported
on in the papers and “his improvement [was]
gratifying news to his many friends and the general
public.'* His business did very well financially and
he frequently purchased mining claims across
central Colorado, many of which were also
successful.*? He also was very involved in the
community, serving as president of the Hook and
Ladder Company, president of the Fidelity Building
and Loan, and was involved in the Elks and the
Keystone chapter of the Masons.™

His membership in the Elks brought him back to
Leadville for the Elks parade at the Winter Carnival
at the Ice Palace on February 15, 1896. The event
brought Elks from across the state and Wachtel
marched with the blue uniforms of the Aspen Elks.
It was a wild event, where the “scene on the streets
reminded one of New Orleans during the Mardi
Gras.” The Aspen Elks were a particularly
vivacious group who “paid as they went” and “live
at the top of the heap.”* Other than that event, there
is no record of Wachtel returning to Leadville.



The Aspen papers frequently reported on Wachtel’s
travels, whereabouts, and love life. He made
frequent trips to Glenwood Springs and visited Utah
and the east coast. After his east coast trip, the
Aspen Evening Chronicle reported that Wachtel had
“returned from a six week sojourn in the fashion
centers of the east,” but, “much to the
disappointment of his friends, he returned alone,
however.”*® During his years in Aspen he was a
bachelor, living with his sister Elise Gerstle and her
husband and Wachtel’s business partner, Max
Gerstle.

Wachtel actually spent his later years in Denver,
moving away from Aspen in 1899. He sold his
business that year to Herman Baer, a Jew from
Philadelphia.'® Newspaper articles about the sale
report that Wachtel had made $200,000 to $250,000
from the business in 15 years of business, the
equivalent of $6-7 million in 2018.1" He moved to
Denver and lived off his previous earnings for his
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remaining years. The U.S. Censuses between 1900
and 1940 list him as having no business/retired and
he lived with the Gerstles or boarded in those
decades.'® He traveled frequently, including trips to
Europe. In 1908, the Aspen Daily Times referenced
a Mrs. Wachtel on a trip with Simon in Rome, but
other papers refer to Wachtel and the woman he
was with, Fanny Weinberger, separately.® Neither
is mentioned in the other’s obituary, census records
refer to Wachtel as single, and we assume Wachtel
died a childless, lifelong bachelor.?

He lived to be 86 years old, dying in Denver on
February 6, 1941 of pneumonia and other
complications. He was buried in Denver’s Temple
Emanuel cemetery alongside his sister and brother-
in-law.?* While his time in Leadville was very brief,
it was mentioned in his obituary as the spark for his
many successful years in Colorado.?
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