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Mining and the Rise of Cerro Gordo


In the decade following the 1849 California Gold Rush, hard times gripped the nation. Only those men capable of raising a fortune were able to equip and operate a mine. Opportunities for the lone prospector to strike it rich were growing slim. But come 1859, the legendary Comstock Silver Lode at Virginia City, Nevada, stirred prospectors to their feet again. The stampede to the rainbow’s end led back across the Sierra Nevada to the Nevada territory.
Some fortune seekers drifted south into the mountains surrounding Owens Valley, traveling from one short-lived boom to another.
High in the Inyo Mountains, a handful of miners scratched in secret at the surface of the next big prospect. But the strike was much too rich to remain a secret for long. Cerro Gordo, which means fat hill in Spanish was discovered in 1865 by Mexican prospectors, The new silver camp would one day fascinate history buffs like Mike Patterson, who describes a bustling town rising out of rock.

By 1867 there was a full blown silver rush here It was the largest silver mine, in one hole, in California and the population grew from 0 to 4800 people by 1871.
Patterson is uniquely qualified to know. He is a part of Cerro Gordo’s modern-day history. A wind energy entrepreneur, he shared a love of the Wild West with a young woman whose family came to own the played out mine. In 1985 he began to help her with restoration of the ghost town and in 1999 the couple married. Following Jody Stewart Patterson’s death in 2001, Mike Patterson carried on the work to preserve Cerro Gordo in her memory.

As you will discover next, back in the 1860s the man who controlled this notorious boomtown controlled the destiny of the entire region.

