
Mortimer Belshaw Biography 
 

Mortimer Belshaw was born in 1830 on a farm in central New York.  His great grandparents were 
immigrants from, County Antrim, Ireland to New Haven Connecticut.  Belshaw himself worked his way 
through school as a teacher, and then in a watch and jewelry shop, eventually receiving a bachelor’s 
degree from Geneva College. 

  
In 1852 while working as a toll clerk on the Erie Canal, Belshaw heard the call of gold.  He 

quickly boarded a steamship via the Isthmus of Panama to San Francisco, arriving there just before 
turning twenty-two years of age.  Within three years he was running a watch and jewelry shop in 
Fiddletown, and miners were selling their gold dust to him.  He became the local Wells Fargo Express 
Agent.  

 
In 1858 Belshaw returned to his home in New York to romance his sweetheart Jenny Oxner.  

Jenny came back to California with him as his wife.  
 
Mortimer Belshaw was a man of medium and husky frame.  As he gained riches, he gained weight, 

eventually reaching 250 pounds, the true sign of success in the Victorian age.  His face was clean-
shaven, except for thick muttonshop side whiskers.  

 
Few Argonauts came to California with the college education that Belshaw had.  He was quick to 

learn, and quick to succeed at mining.  He was known to work patiently and long toward a single goal, 
and he was considered an individualists making bold steps while those around him faltered.  

 
Sinaloa, Mexico attracted Belshaw in 1862, and he took off for the mines there.  When he arrived 

back in California in 1864 he was well versed in silver ore mining. 
 
Mortimer and Jenny were living in comfort on Jackson Street, in San Francisco in 1864.  The word 

was out of the silver strike in the Inyo Mountains .  Belshaw bid his wife and two sons goodbye, and 
boarded the stage for Owens River.  His traveling companion was Abner B. Elder, a native of western 
Ohio and a Civil War veteran.  Elder had joined in partnership with Belshaw.  He too was a graduate of 
the Mexican silver mines. 

 
April 1868 Belshaw and Elder arrived at Cerro Gordo.  Swarms of Mexican miners were hard at 

work, digging into the side of Buena Vista Peak.  These silver seekers worked the quartz mines 
carelessly tossing away any ore worth less than $200 a ton.  Each man worked alone, staking out their 
own piece of the hill, certain there was no master lode, only many separate ledges.  Supposedly a big 
rope was fastened to a convenient tree in camp ready to hang anyone who dared to talk of just one ledge 
of ore. 



 


