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James Brady, Col. Sherman Stevens, and Remi Nadeau
In 1869, James Brady, a tall, well-dressed Irish man came to the region to run a smelting operation. He was viewed by the miners with much suspicion because, among other things, he washed his ears too often. Ignoring this cool reception, Brady realized that shipping bullion by boat from one end of Owens Lake to the other would shave time off the 28-day round trip from Cerro Gordo to Los Angeles. Brady forged ahead with plans to have his own shipping vessel despite the miners grumbling that the extravagant east coast business man was building a private yacht at the company’s expense. By 1872 Brady launched an oddly configured vessel—part tugboat, part barge, part steamship--and named it the Bessie Brady after his daughter. For the next decade she plied the waters of Owens Lake, carrying machinery and bullion and while eliminating more than three aqueous days off the 28-day trip.

As Brady was getting his steamship afloat, another easterner turned empire builder, Colonel Sherman Stevens, eyed the dwindling supply of Pinyon and Juniper in the mountains surrounding Cerro Gordo Stevens recognized that the timber would shore up to the mines and fuel the smelters and would soon run out. He looked across the lake to the Sierra and saw that its forests could provide all the timber that the mine would need. His first challenge though, was to find a way to get the timber down the plunging canyon. Stevens built a mill and a 13 mile long wooden flume that dropped 6000 feet to the valley floor.

According to local lore, the men who built the flume took wild rides down the V-shaped trough as it was constructed. They’d ride boxes down the flume’s temporary sidings, spraying water in all directions. Town folk said that the canyons echoed with their laughter-- though in the absence of whiskey, frightened screams seemed to be more in order. 

When the flume riding was over and the timber was ready for transport, Stevens relied on mule teams to haul the timber to the nearby wharf and then by Brady’s hybrid boat across the lake. In 1876 Stevens extended the flume to the wharf, where kilns turned lumber into charcoal to run the furnaces. Mining strikes brought new customers, so one year later, Stevens decided to launch a boat of his own named the Mollie Stevens after his daughter. The new ship operated for less than a year, but for a time the town folk could see two boats churning the salty water of land-locked Owens Lake. Before the year was out, fire destroyed much of Stevens’ flume and timber harvest, and his boat was moored. Brady’s boat suffered a similar fate in 1882 when it was consumed by fire at Cerro Gordo’s wharf.

Ships may have ruled the freighting across the “lake,” but Remi Nadeau, a French Canadian with a silver gray beard and a way with mules was known as king of the “desert” freighters. At the height of his day, Nadeau maintained way stations that were set no more 20 miles—or one day’s haul—apart. His route spanned more than 200 parched unmerciful miles of the Mojave desert. Wild west historian, Mike Patterson tells how, the sound of Nadeau’s teams filled the streets of Cerro Gordo.

Remi Nadeau, the mule skinner, the teamster had 56 mule teams and wagons on the road at any one time …. He had eighy of them that were ready to make the trip but 56 generally on the road at the same time so basically there would have been a steady stream of traffic all day every.

At the other end of the line, Nadeau’s teams brought prosperity to a town that was roughly half its size.

When Cerro Gordo was discovered, there were 2800 people in Los Angeles and it was a starving cow town known as el pueblo… Cerro Gordo provided a market to the Los Angeles ranches for selling their barley and their cows and so the mine is credited with the early economic development of Los Angeles itself

As 1871 came to a close, a freighting dispute erupted between Motomora, Belshaw and Remi Nadeau. So, James Brady tried to take charge of the ”bullion trail” from Cerro Gordo to Los Angeles. But as it turned out, he was not nearly as masterful at moving the bullion across the desert as he was at shipping it across a lake. More freighting mishaps followed. No one it seemed was equal to the enormous job. Bars of precious metal piled up on the wharf at Owens Lake and unemployed miners used the bullion to build silver shanties. But when Nadeau and the silver bosses reached an agreement and formed their own freighting company, in short order the shanty town disappeared.

But all things have their time and place, and the arrival of the railroad spelled the end of the era. Displaced by the “iron horse” Remi Nadeau and his mule teams no longer traversed the Mojave Desert.

As you travel along the shore of Owens Dry Lake on Highway 395, look for a sign 12 miles south of Lone Pine that reads Charcoal kilns. There East of the highway, the ruins of the charcoal kilns commemorate Sherman Stevens’ milling and shipping empire. You can stop here to view the kilns and perhaps you might see the ghosts of the desert steamships chugging across salty waters toward Cerro Gordo.

To learn more about the all of the history of the region, including the mining era, you can also stop at the Eastern California Museum in Independence or the Laws Railroad Museums, five miles north of Bishop on Highway 6.

