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Cerro Gordo at its Prime
At the end of the 1860s, Mortimer Belshaw, a wily San Francisco businessman, recognized that a cluster of little-known silver mines called Cerro Gordo could make him a fortune. He smooth-talked his way into control of the richest lodes of silver and lead ore atop Buena Vista peak. Belshaw built a smelter to refine the ore into bullion bricks made of silver and lead and then he set his sights on dominating travel in and out of the mining camp.

Cerro Gordo was far from any settlement, without water, or even a road. But Belshaw had the ability to turn adversity into a fat bank account.

Mortimer Belshaw knew that the town wouldn’t grow and the mine couldn’t produce unless there was a good road and so he had laborers build one. Mike Patterson recalls Belshaw’s cunning., and in those days the counties would issue licenses for a toll road and so they got to charge a fee and Belshaw’s fee was 12 and a half cents for a horse and a rider and 25 cents for a wagon and one pair of animals, and then 12 and a half cents for every additional pair of animals 
This was a time when the miners did well to make 4 dollars a day. But that didn’t deter Mortimer Belshaw from levying his fees and later raising the rates.

The whole operation --from mining the ore to refining the silver—required taking the rocky payload from the mine’s mountain perch and inching down a steep grade that dropped 5000 feet in 9 short miles. Once safely off the mountain, the ore was then pulled 220 miles across the Mojave Desert, to a sleepy town called El Pueblo today known as Los Angeles. From the nearby harbor it was then shipped north to a San Francisco refinery. The journey took unprecedented mule power and more than a month to complete.

It was for good reason, then, that Cerro Gordo was home to an estimated 1200 to 1600 mules. Bobby Tanner, a 21st Century muleskinner who grew up in the business, says mule teams and the teamsters who drove them were the trucks and trailer rigs and truck drivers of their day.

…it was quite arid desert, harsh conditions. And… mules can handle these kinds of conditions better. They can handle more miles per day than a hors can. They can handle not having as good of feed and not needing water nearly as often. The mule is half donkey and the donkeys can be in just horrible feed condition and find someway to survive.

The teamster also had to be a person of great fortitude, according Bishop to resident Ernie Kinney, who comes from a long line of muleskinners.

My Dad and my granddad was heavy into the teaming. Now in that day and age, these people.., they literally slept with that stock. Boy, you had to know where there was water and when that team they went out of town, man, he was the law. That teamster was just like a ship captain at sea..

Teamsters could never relax: treacherous wash outs, hub deep sand, and bandits all awaited their approach. According to local Mojave Desert lore at one point, Mortimer Belshaw’s boys at one point poured bullion into 300 pound silver balls thwarting thieves who couldn't carry them off on horseback.

As silver production accelerated, reaching the unheard of rate of nine tons of silver and lead bullion per day, it inspired would-be tycoons to scheme new ways of partaking in the bounty. …

