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THE DESERT STEAMERS

87 Richard E. Lingenfelter

t-Frl

I "r srLvER MTNTNG BooMS of the eighteen-seventies brought to the
desert country of eastern California a curious maritime history' A his-
tory tJrat emLraced a decade of steamboating on the saline waters that
were once Owens Lake.

The decade opened at the sho¡e of Owens Lake on the sultry Fourth
of July morning ln 1872, with the christening of the first of the desert

steamers - the screw Bessíe Bracly. Her champions and later her eulo-
g)zers wished many laurels for the little steamer, proudly proclaiming
úer to be "the Pioneer inland steamer of the Pacific Coast - being the
first to run on interior waters for strictly commercial purposes'" This
unfortunately was not true. Even excepting Great Salt Lake whose first
steamer, thi Kate Connor, was launched ónly four years earlier, the
Pacific Coast already had a robust legacy of inland steamboating, 9o-m_-
mencing with the maiden voyage of ihe lumber steamet, Gou. BIaísdeI,
upon the pristine waters of Lake Tahoe in 1864 and spreading to such
an unlikely spot as the man-made reservoir of Meadow Lake in 1866
and to nearby Donner Lake a few years later.

Nonetheless, the Bessíe Brady was a unique pioneer' the first of a
handful of curious craft which in the years to follow were destined to
churn a foamy wake on all of the desert lakes of eastern California and
western Nevada - from Owens, Mono and Walker Lalces on the south
to Klamath, Pyramid and Honey Lakes on the north.

On the morning of July 4, 7872. Pleasant Chalfant, editor of the
Inyo Independent, rose before davrryr and joined the crowd hurrying to
the shore of Owens Lake to celebrate the ninety-sixth anniversary of
American Independence on a grand excursion aboard the first steamboat
in the desert country. The following week he v,rrote:

The procession which was formed to convey the fast augmenting crowds
to the lake, consisted of about trventy wagons and carriages, each loaded
to the guards with expectant excursionists and all displaying flags and gay
trappings. On the leading wagon, s thrown to the
breeze the flags of Ameriõa, Franc hili, and along
the line were others not comprehen ge of heraldry.
Following the rvhole carne a cavalcacle of horsemen, amongst whom our
reporter chose to place himself, thanks to the courtesy of a rustling mem-
ber of the committee of Arrangements,

A ride of five miles brings the party to the lake, at Ferguson's Landing,
on the upper or northwestern shore of the lake, where we'll stop awhile
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The Desert Steamers

SHOULD have floated "Old, Clory!"

tad pole a hirsute monster, and then the scores of finc mountain streams
flowing into the river would appear to be the hairs, which, by the way,
make good crops of unfailing certainty for the Owens River rancher.

About a quarter p booming of anvil salutes,
the steamer, having and Swansea delegations,
arrived at the shore, se as a temporary wharf.
Soon the ladies and board, and now occurred
the ceremony of naming the craft. Mr. and Mrs, James Brady, with their
little daughter Bessie, then stepped forward to the bows, where little
Bessie falieringly broke a bottle of wine over the bow and pronounced
the name, 'Bessie BrarJy,' amid the warm applause of the surrounding
coterie of friends. As is well known, the steamer is named after the eldest
daughter of the principal owner of the boat, as suggested in an article
in the Ind,epend,ent of April 20, which said:

"Give us the honor of naming your boat, gentlemen, and
then christen her the Bessie Brad,y."

Mr. W'. H. Creighton, the Poet of the Day, then arose and with a fine
intonation, read the following,

ODD TO THE BESSIE BRADY
Go t'orth! and, be our ualley's prid,e,

Born as tltou are ot' Dnterprise and, Skill-
Buoyant and, swan-lilte o'er the water ride,

And,, siluer lad,en, d,o thine owners' will.
O'er Owen's tid.e thy steam-blown wltistle sound,

And, as thy stu,rd,y toíce along her sh.ores shall breah,
The ceaseless ech,oes lrorn rock to craig uill bound,

And, hail the 'Pioneer' prime nøuigator ot' the Lalce.

The rolling echoes shall the grand, Sierras clímb,
To where Mount Whitney rears his noble crest,

And echoíng bach lrom his great height sublime,
WíIl challenge Inyo's metøl range to call thee blest.
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A noble work belore thee lies,
g oÍ a coun conlpute,

Retnou gma "wúnt
er Lo ute'ue n(], mute,

Co t'or be' A ose ríny hand,
Høs th Liue to see

H It' haPPY in the land.

i ii"ä.1åïÍn:f"î::'r::;r',n;;:#:t"'î,,j::,1il::
i t into the lake with I30 excursionists on board -I

steamer.
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The Desert Steamers

proven by experiment. Near Swansea a spring within the lake has been
boxed and the good Water raised several feet above the surrounding
expanse of villainous stuff. At this point the O.L.S.-L. Co. have constructed
a wharf 360 feet in length - an extra 150 feet being required since the
vicious earthquake caused the water to recede that far from its original
shore. On and from this dock is laid a tramroad, extending to the fur-
nace, fitted with cars for propulsion by horse power, As soon as placti-
cable, the trips of the B¿ssie Brad,y will be regularly arranged, with due
reference to the accommodation of the passengers of the stages rvhich ply
around the lake.

Captain W. R. Low is the able 'skipper' in command - the right man
in the right place. Mr. Wagner, the present carpenter in chargã, acted
as our pilot, and the engine was manipulated on the occasion by Mr. Gray.

To a party less determined upon enjoying themselves the downward
trip would tolerable heat
of the sun mosphere was
not made c oilei and fur-
nace. But ' ,egardless of

ren would fain strive for the honor
wn as para.
erally dealt

ü"'lîxå1
This is a fertile spot, the mouth of a beautiful stream fìowing from the

mountains, and the location of the Franklin ranch, somewhat 
-celebrated

as the scene of the Rogers murder
ago, Ross Browne is our authority
1862, a town was laid off and cal
habitants at that time. Here all hand
to patronize the inviting shade and
war of fi¡gers and teeth vs. elegant edibles generally, our free-booting
r.eporter has such a distinct recollection of asãisting 

"1 
,o *uny splendiã*lay-outs" that it would be invidious to attempt tä designate'thË finest.

The main .portion of the crowd mosied off to sóme pointiwhere the Dec-
Iaration ol Ind,ependencewas read, in due form and 

""r"*ã.ry.The rugged mountains were a
the whistle of the steamer called
cool evening, proved onc of unal
swiftly with music, dancing, general
wood a half mile from thé sirore, t
to a small party assembled
Stevens and family. Intently
'Sher' incoherently .nut-,ri
wood (or springs), whereon he co
steamer passing to and fr.o, unawed
to molest or make her afraid. At
upper 

-shore of the lake, and with cheers for the vessel, her captain and
crew, the first excursion in Inyo waters was ended.r

_ The idea of putting a steamer on owens Lake was first conceived
by James Brady, superintetrdent of the owens Lake silver-Lead com-
pany's smelting furnaces at Swansea on the eastern shore of the lake.
Brady was a newcomer to the valley and he had quickly earned a repu-
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tation among the old-timers as being somewhat of a dandy. His first of{i-
cial act as superintendent was to hire a coachman with a carriage-and-
four for the sole purpose of driving him about the countryside. Soon

afterward he built a large and commodious adobe house for himself near
the lake shore 

- 
complete in every detail including a cool "wine room"

stocked with hogsheads of Basses' ale and bitter beer.2 Such elegance,
mostly at company expense, ranktred many of the practical miners and
when he decided to build a $10,000 steamboat, supported by company
funds, there was strong speculation that it was solely intended to be
Brady's private yacht. Nonetheless, the introduction of a steamer was to
prove a sound financial investment for several yeârs, although Brady
sold out before he had a full opportunity to enjoy its success.

The keel of the Bessíe Brady was apparently laid in late February
or early March by \Milliam Tiernan on the bank of the Owens River, a

few miles above the lake. The hull was finally completed in late May,
after many trying delays, the greater part of which resulted from the
terrible havoc wrought by the great Owens Valley earthquake on March
26. The craft was then floated down to the lake and moored at the new
wharf at Swansea. There the boiler and ,engines were mounted and on
June 27 the Bessíe Brady made her maiden voyage across the lake. On
this trip she carried 700 bars or about thirty ton of silver bullion from
the Swansea furnaces to the waiting wagon teams at the foot of the lake.3
The following week she was christened and served as the center of at-
traction at the Fourth of July celebration. She still lacked deck houses
and other minor work, however, and it was not until the end of July that
she was completely fitted and ready for service.

\Mhile the hull was still being built on the river, the Owens Lake
Silver-Lead Company started its wharf at Swansea and land speculation
began at the other would-be lake ports. D. H. Ferguson, the co-projector
of the steamer? staked out a plot of land at the northwest corner of the
lake where he planned to build a wharf to carry all of the trans-shipping
north into Owens Valley. Even before the wharf was built he christened
the site Ferguson's Landing. John Baptiste Daneri, a native of Sardinia
and a successful merchant at Lone Pine, was the first out-sider to take
advantage of the new project. In June he commenced a large warehouse
and store at the southwest shore of the lake at the head of the road to
Los Angeles. Before the end of the month the first bullion was unloadeù
at his landing and it was soon conceded that this was to be the major port
on the lake 

- 
controlling as it did all,bullion shipments out of the valley

to the south and nearly all in-bound freight shipments. Despite its in-
creasing importance this port was without a name for nearly six months,
during which time Pleasant Chalfant referred to it variously as "that
embryotic tovwr at the foot of Big Lake," "Lakeville" and Danerisburg."
Finally on the first of November, Daneri wistfully hoping that his new
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- CÒtrtesy lìestcn¿ (al¡loril¡ù )lus.:!n .Associiliü)tt

C¡tpr¡.rN Caspnn Trrcurvonru
Captain Titchworth purchased an interest in the

"Bessíe BrarLy" and becante her nzasler in 1875.

warehouse and its neighboring shanties might someday become the
mighty Carthage of Owens Lalie, christened the dusty ensemble Cartago,
and the nameless town was named.4

The only other larrding was at the mouth of Cottonwood Creek on
the vvest side of the lahe. On the upper reaches of this stream Col. Sher-
man Vanderventer Stevens had his sawmill and from the landing at
Cottonwood he proposecl to ship lumber ancl charcoal to the mines and
Íurnaces of Cerro Gordo and Srvansea. Ultimately as new rnines were
deveioped east of the lahe, Stevens built his own steamer to handle the
lumber business.

By early August of 7872 the wharf was completed at Cartago and
the Bessie Brady was plying the lalie with regular shipments of bullion
from Swansea. The bullion teams which once plodded through the deep
sand around the lake had been disco,ntinued and the new steamer was
quicìily "corraì.ling" all of the freighting both north and south. But in
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The Desert Steamers

early October, while the enterprise was still getting started, James Brady
turned his attention to the newly discovered mines at Waucoba east of
the Inyos, and sold out his interest in the steamer to John Daneri. Fergu-
son and Daneri incorporated as the Owens Lake Steam Navigation Com-
pany, and retained William R, Low, a Maryland gunwright, as captain.s
The company was well supplied with business 

- 
the Bessíe Brady whisk-

ing away the bullion ingots from the dock at Swansea as fast as the com-
bined furnaces of Swansea and Cerro Gordo could produce them. But
here the irony lay, for the steamer was too efficien'¡ at shipping the bullion
across the lake and the teamsters hauling it south over muddy winter
roads could not begin to keep up. As a result the silver bullion began to
pile up on the wharf at Cartago. By the first of January, 7873, a crisis was
reachecl when 18,000 bars of bullion were being held up awaiting ship-
ment south. Of these 72,000 bars were stacked on the wharf and in the
street at Cartago.6 Since this bullion represented a total of $600,000 lying
idle, the mining companies were forced to cut bach their production
until the bullion could be hauled away to be sold. By March 15, how-
ever, the situation had not improved, and there were still 17,000 bars
awaiting shipment 

- 
nearly all at Cartago where some had been stacked

to make shelters by unemployed miners.? Even before this time the smelt-
ing furnaces had been forced to close down altogether and bullion ship-
ments across the lake had stopped. Since freighting too had dwindled
from lack of business the Bessíe Brady could no longer afford to cross the
lake and she was taken up the river to mooring. Within weelçs the owens
Lake Steam Navigation Company had folded.

At this time M. W. Belshaw, one of the principal mine owners at
Cerro Gordo, and Remi Nadeau, a teamster on the Los Angeles road,
started a new venture, the Cerro Gordo Freighting Company, to improve
the bullion shipment. This firm bought out all of the former freighting
contractors and ultimately placed fifty-six teams on the road, hauling
out the bullion. The company quickly became the dominant power in
t_ransportation througout rnyo county and remained so for nearly a
decade until the railroad from the north brohe the monopoly.

fn connection with this enterprise lJelshaw purchased Daneri's in-
terest in the Besste Brady and in september he built a new wharf six
miles soulh of Swansea at the foot of the "yellow grade" leading up to
cerro Gordo. By early fall the company had forty-six teams on the rãad,
each carrying an average of 770 bars or about seven and one-half tort
of bullion. The bullion stachs were soon hauled away from Cartago, the
furnace_s started up, and lhe Bessie Brady again was making regular trips
across the lal<e with bullion while six teams a day loaded at Õartago to
carry it south. Bu¡ with the coming of the rains again early the following
yearl _many portions of the road to Los Angeies were again deeply flooded
and almost impassable. rn one instance, part of a team was drõwned try-
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ing to ford a swollen arroyo. only two teams a day left cartago carrying
lway only a fraction of the bullion brought over each day by the steamer.
once again the bullion collected at cartago and by Marth of lBT4 ít
was reported that between fifteen and twenty thousand bars were once
more 

-awaiting shipment south.s Again the production of bullion was
curtailed and the t. Thus the situation
remained for two the Southern pacific
Railroad was com nt became the south_
ern terminus of the freight lines and the freighting distance was reduced
by over one hundred miles. This speeded theîreigËting to such an extent
that the bullion never again collecied on the whari at cärtago.

some time about 1875, casper Titchworth, a steamboater from
Michigan, purchased Ferguson's interest in the Bessíe Brad.y and became
the captain of the boat. litchworth remained in partnership witn net-
shaw until at least TBTT about which time Remi Nadeau -uj, hurru prr-
chased his interest.

During all of its years of service the Bessíe Brad.y apparently led
a very uneventful career. The closest she ever came tó ariy excitement
was in November of f hay caught on flre by sparks
from her stack. The inguishedl howerr"", at a total
loss amounting to onl
ported_ only by hearsay, however, ttJ"tj
of bullion. W. G. Dixon heard the - ed to
have.been.the captain of the boat at tle time. smith told of ,,one night
crossing with two wagons loaded with builion, one of which was not öf-ficiently-chained to the deck and a high wind irom the northwest lurched
so that-the ySgon loaded with buriãn süpped off inio the lake, some ofwhich he said was recovered with d e *"þär, but a number of bars stillremained.ro mith as a ,,.-verbal n
is probably fiction, since there
record of no g the heavy freight
across the la i night I

with the continued prosperity attending the development of themines at cerro Gordo, Panamlnt, öarwin arrã the other districts in themid-1870's, sherman stevens' saw il on cottonwood creek did athriving business. In
Inyo Lumber and Co
by James Bond and
tended the lumber flume from the
of nine miles, and the following year they started construction of a new
steamer. Pebbles P. Gerrish? a carpentei from rndependence, laid thekeel at cottonwood about March on rBT7. The cräft was somewhat
smaller than the Bessie Brady,_but she had a more powerful engine 

-one previously used on the u. s. steamer pensacola.i The construction
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of the hull progressed without incident and she \ivas launched about

the middle of niuy. Only a night or two after launching, however, a

heavy wind storm-whippãd the lake into a lather and the new steamer,

which had not yet bee^n decked over? was swamped and sank.r2 stevens

called for help ãnd with the aid of the Bessíe Brady the_boat was raised'

but not without a good many chuclçles from captain Titchworth'

Pleasant Chalfant again took the initiative in suggesting a name

for the craft - p.oposin"g that she be christened in honor of Stevens'

His ilY accePted and, as the

e new voyage across the lalce in

î:1î o., co.'.o,h"u1"T 
t#ïl#;Tåitri

Gordo and the new steamer was kept busy for some time'

Mining activity around' the lake was on the decline, howevet' 
-and

the utility ît ttt" Mollíe Steuens proved to be much shorter-lived than

that of här predecessor. Iryithin a year the MoIIíe Steuens was making

only occasionat trips across the iake and' by the end of 1878 she

,puät "l*ost all of'he, time idly m_oored at Cottonwood. Tlne Bessíe

tirady continued orrly 
"Uont 

u yäry longer, before she too was hauled

ashore at Fergusorisîurdi.rg uia h"r ttTuchinery _removed. 
The day of

the steamers on Owens Lakã was fast fading and only one brief and

abortive revival remained before their extinction'

In the winter of. 7879, captain Julius M. Keeler arrived in owens

Valley as agent for David N.^ Hawley and several eastern -capitalists,
who iater iñcorporated as the Owens 

-Lake 
Mining and Milling Com-

pany. Keeler pirrchased a number of valuable mining properties at

ð"rro Gordo, including Belshaw's Union Consolidated mine, and made

plans to construct a ien-stamp mill on the shore of Owens Lake' On

iVIar"h 1, 1880, the town and'mill sites were laid out, near the Ceno

Gordo Landing at the foot of the "yellow grade." within the month

tfru trorrrd *u"r brok"r, for the mitl ánd the-site was chrislened Keeler'

To obtain construction materials mt
chased Stevens' Cottonwood saw

Steuens. The sar.vmill and flume w
t}ie MoIIíe Steuens commenced ha
mill site at Keeler. IIer arrival at th
its coming of age, and her crew'
Fiehl, Chief Engineer William H
were all royallY welcomed.rt

The mill was completed about March of 1881 and the following

month the heavY stamps commenc
mines. Unlike the product of the P
turned out by the new mill was
representing about $6,000 worth
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five bars of roughly ninety__pounds uld be easily shippedby stage and the _great bullion wa days were äo longe"
requir:ed. The MoIIie _Steuens, h n fäirty 

""g"tur-.à-;ice hauling wood for the mill's st

.But apparenll¡ the steamer was.not quite as efficient as captain
Keeler had hoped for, and in the spring of tasg the Bessi.e Brad.i was

s Landing and towed down to i(eeler
letely overhauled, cauked, cemented

being dismantled
Brady. The work
mth of late after-

noon on YuI 11, 4" oakum, oil,_paint-and tar spontaneously ignited
and the Bessíe Brady was instantly a brazing infärno. only ärr"'*r,
was working on her at the time and he bareiy escaped as the steamer
was qrrickly consumed before the fire could be extinþuished. with sad-
ness Keeler wrote:

The boat was sound, and l had spared no pains to put her in nicetrim; really, I-was proud of her, as teing justïhat *u ü"ã¿.¿. But she
has .been launched in fire and not in I ater.la

The era of the steamboat on owens Lake had ended. Less than five
months before, the cerro Gordo Freight company had withdrawn its
teams from owens valle¡ because oi the .o-inþ of the carson and
9d:*d.g Railroad, which was then nearing Belleiille, .o*u two hun-
ctred miles to the north. Later that same year the tracks entered the north

and within a
of steam had

:åy,i"l"îJ
miles of blue water that once I
two steamers that churned a foamy wake upon its glassy surface.

NOTES
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