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Level of Treatment - preservation

This borax works originally consisted of a plant, a barn-like storage 
building, and several adobe buildings § mile from the plant that 
served, apparently, to house and board the workers* The plant was 
composed of a water reservoir system (including pipes that lead from 
Texas Spring about three miles away), boiler, furnace, tanks to 
dissolve raw borax, ore cars and tracks, and a large number of 
cooling vats where the dissolved borax was crystallized. The site 
was laced with wagon roads.

Today the housing area has but part of the walls of two adobe struc­ 
tures, while the plant retains part of the furnace and boiler, the 
dissolving tanks, an adobe walled structure adjacent to the boiler, 
and wooden framed supports for some of the other now-disappeared 
parts of the plant,

Boundary: from the junction of the Harmony Borax site access road 
with the main valley highway, proceed north along the valley high­ 
way 1500 feet. Then go due west 2800 feet, thence south 2100 feet, 
and then due east 3000 feet back to the main valley highway* From 
that point proceed north along the highway to the junction of the 
access road (the starting point).

Class VI land - 185 acres

Cost - $9,000 /
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

1st Order

Harmony Borax Works had a longer life than Eagle Borax Works to the 
north. Borax was found in its vicinity in l88l, and W.T. Coleman, a 
prominent San Francisco businessman, set up a borax plant and began 
producing in late 1883 or early iBQk. During summer months, when the 
weather was so hot that the processing water in the crystallizing vats 
would not cool down enough to permit the suspended borax to crystall­ 
ize, Coleman liad the works at Hermony wrapped with some sort of cloth 
so that water could be played on them to assist in lowering the temper­ 
ature. Colemen had earlier set up the works at Amargosa where his 
laborers were able to work later into summer, near present day Tecopa, 
California.

At Harmony, situated at the mouth of Furnace Creek, the gathering of 
the cottonball was done principally by the Chinese laborers who shoveled 
the raw ore from the surface to the ground and used sleds, push carts, 
and wagons to transport the borate to the processing plant. Local 
Indians and some whites gathered mesquite, and possibly other desert 
plants to be used as fuel for the furnace that heated the water that 
dissolved the raw product.

The crystallized borax was sacked and loaded into wagons for transporta­ 
tion to Mojave, At first the borax was hauled by contract teamsters using 
ordinary wagons and employed eight to 12 horses. Coleman felt that it 
would be cheaper for the borax works to do its own hauling and he instruct­ 
ed J.W.S. Perry, a trained druggist and the timekeeper at his borax 
orrice in Mojave, to devise wagons and lay out a route to get the borax 
to the railhead. Perry collected information about west coast wagons 
used to haul heavy loads and devised a wagon that could carry 10 tons. 
J.T. Delameter of Mo^'ave assembled 10 wagons costing $900, and for five 
years of constant use no wagon broke down.

The bringing into being of the twenty-mule team is fraught with vague­ 
ness and contradictory evidence. One popular account is that the Super­ 
intendent of the Amargosa works noticed that one of the young teamsters, 
Ed Stiles, was hauling twice as much with his twelve mules as a fellow
driver pulled with his 8-mule team. In contemplating this peculiar fact
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the Superintendent wondered how much could be hauled if two teems were put 
together. Accordingly, Stiles stretched out his team end then hooked up 
the eight additional mules in front of them. He then attached the other wa­ 
gon to his own and added a water wagon, thus bringing into being the tra­ 
ditional 20-mule team and its paraphenalia. The recitations apparently 
are based on the reminiscenses of Ed Stiles who gave out interviews in the 
1930s. He drove these 20-mule teems for 2f years, carrying borax from 
both Amargosa and Harmony to the railhead.

Later research casts a cloud over this generally accepted story - that 
the 2©-mule team was not used at Coleman's Death Valley borax works, but 
rather an l8-mule team.

The 18-mule team stretched out in front of the hugh freight wagons nearly 
100 feet. A single line called a jerk line, ran from the nigh lead mule 
down the left side of the team to the driver who sometimes rode on the 
wagon and other times on the left mule nearest the wagon, depending upon 
personal preference. The driver sent his signals down this line to the 
lead mule. To assist him in getting his message to the mules he had a 
whip to crack over their heads and a box containing pebbles which he used 
to pepper out-of-reach recalcitrant mules.

The 30 tons of equipment and product rolled down Death Valley across the 
Devils Golf Course, up the grade to Wingate Pass and down the other side 
to Mojave.

Of all the visions Death Valley conjures up in the popular mind none 
stands out more vividly than the making of borax and the hauling of it by 
the 2©-mule team. The slogan "20-mule team" was created by Stephen T. 
Mather when he was in charge of sales promotion for the Pacific Coast Borax 
Co., after the demise of the borax plant at Harmony. The borax industry 
thrives today, larger than ever with its advertising symbol still the 20- 
mule team. Later Mather became the founder and the first director of the 
National Park Service.

>
Harmony went out of operation in 1888 when Coleman's financial empire col­ 
lapsed. Acquired by Frank M. "Borax" Smith, the plant never resumed the 
boiling of cottonballs, and in time became part of the borax reserves of 
Pacific Coast Borax Company and its successors*

Harmony Borax Works was not the first such plant, in the world, in the 
United States, or, for that matter, in Death Valley, but in an indirect 
way it was the birth place of the 20-mule team symbol, and moreover, it was 
a good example of a typical marsh borax operation. Furthermore, it is 
today a collection of the best preserved remains of a borax operation within 
the National Park Service.
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