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A N  INTRODUCTION  TO THE PEOPLE AND  THE PLACE





MIW OKS

T h e  C entral Sierra Foothills, the area through which the 
Stanislaus, the T uolum ne and the South Fork of the American 
all flow, has been the homeland for only two cultures in the 
2000 som e odd years that the region has been occupied.

T h e  second culture —  the Anglo-American —  is, of course, 
our own. Its presence in the foothills dates from about 1848.

T h e  first culture appears to have entered the area around 500 
B .C ., during the tim e of the G reek civilization. N ever achiev
ing great num bers, it was, nevertheless, a culture of remarkable 
stability —  possessing a sustainable, intim ate relationship with 
the  land.

Its m em bers were known to the first Anglos who penetrated 
into the foothills as “ Diggers” , but in their own language they 
sim ply called them selves “ the people” .

In an average year in the foothills, less than twenty inches of 
rain m ight be expected to fall, and nearly all of that between the 
m onths o f N ovem ber and March. During the balance of the 
year, w ater m ust be sought in springs or along the banks of 
creeks and rivers, and it was here that the natives established 
their villages.

Along the Stanislaus and T uolum ne Rivers, and as far north 
as the  Cosum nes River, the inhabitants shared a common 
language and as a result are today known as the Miwok; in the 
canyon o f the South Fork of the American, the people spoke a 
d ifferen t bu t related tongue and have become known as the 
M aidu or N ishanam  tribe. Both tribes developed culturally in 
very similar ways —  both hunting and gathering their food, 
both adapting very closely to the dem ands of a common envi
ronm ent. In fact, except for the differences in language, the 
M iw ok and southern M aidu m ight almost be thought of as a 
single people, with a single culture.

I f  one idea or belief sustained the Miwoks, it was of the value 
o f m oderation and stability. Patterns of leadership and family
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life w ere established and m aintained for generations. H unting 
territories and village sites were defined by ancient usage and 
changed only very slowly. Indeed, archaeological evidence on 
the  Stanislaus suggests that at least two sites — Horseshoe 
B end and Clarks Flat —  had been occupied continuously for 
2000 years.

D raw ing a realistic picture of what Miwok village life was like 
for these  two millenia involves more than just a litle guesswork. 
By the tim e there was any interest in observing the Miwok 
cu lture  as it existed before the W hite man came, there were no 
exam ples of it left. N evertheless, with the help of archaeologi
cal evidence, early reports, and some cautious speculation, the 
following picture m ight be drawn of Miwok village life during a 
typical spring day in the early part of the last century.

W aka-che was a village located in the Coloma valley on the 
South Fork of the American river. It was a bit larger than the 
villages further up the river, having a population somewhere 
betw een  two and three hundred people. In addition, it was a 
leadership village, home of a chief who made the group deci
sions, not only for W aka-che, but for the smaller villges that 
w ere nearby as well. His authority, which was hereditary and 
would pass to his son, was mostly exercised in matters of 
hun ting  and food collection. Wars betw een neighboring tribes 
or villages were infrequent and pursued without much apparent 
enthusiasm  —  there are reports of battles being stopped while 
young boys collected spent arrows.

O n this particular spring day the salmon run was just begin
ning and a group of young m en were preparing to travel down
stream  to a small falls where the fish could be speared most 
easily. It was a well-known spot and they could expect to share 
it w ith o ther villagers. T his year there would be plenty for all. 
T h e y  planned to be back before dark and so took little with 
them . T h e  salmon they caught would be dried and preserved 
for later consum ption.

Springtim e also m eant that the deer and quail would be 
m oving to higher elevations. T h e  snares and fences built across 
their migratory paths in years past would have to be repaired. 
T h e  quail were funnelled with the help of brush fences into
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openings laid with loop snares of tightly woven human hair. 
T h e  deer were also coaxed by means of fences into narrow 
openings where they m ight be shot with an arrow or enm eshed 
in long nets of sedge or grapevine.

T h e  deer hunters, all of them  older men, prepared by spend
ing the m orning in the sweat-house, a conical earth-covered 
structure that could accomodate as many as ten men around the 
fire pit. Each would feed the fire from his own pile of white oak. 
T h e  sw eating strengthened the m en as well as cleansed them  of 
m an-sm ell. W hoever pu t the wood onto the fire was considered 
the strongest.

After a dunking in the river the hunters loaded their burden 
baskets with dried provisions —  venison and acorn bread — and 
left for the higher ranges. T h ey  would be gone for several days.

By m id-day the little village was quiet. A woman, whose hair 
was cu t short in mourning, sat alone weaving a fish net. H er
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m ourning necklace, a string with small bags of medicine roots, 
appeared new. She would wear it until it fell off with age.

O ther w om en, at a distance, were returning with the spoils of 
a m ornings’s foray onto the the cooler northern slopes. T heir 
baskets were filled with a collection of greens and bulb roots. 
T h e  acorn supply, collected the previous fall, was nearly ex
hausted . It would be many m onths before a new crop could be 
gathered; in the m eantim e, such substitutes as soap root, 
eu lophus and mariposa lily would have to do.

T h e re  was no rush to prepare the day’s harvest. D inner 
happened  w henever one was hungry, and right now it was too 
hot. T h e  w om en set their baskets down by the water and went 
for a swim. L ater they took turns playing a dice game with an 
o lder w om an who invariably won, collecting each time a pile of 
shell beads.
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By late afternoon the fisherman had returned. T h e  day’s 
catch had been  no more than average but at the falls they had 
m et and brought with them  a group of western people who had 
som e trade goods —  a collection of clam shell beads and a litter 
o f puppies. T h e  prospect o f a bargaining session was cause for 
som e discussion. T h e  chief had traded for some salt from the 
eastern  people during the sum m er before and had been waiting 
for th e  opportunity to bargain with it. T h e  strangers were 
w elcom ed w ith food and tobacco.

N o t long before sunset, the westerners were back on the 
trail, burdened  with two “ loaves” of salt from the dry lake beds 
o f the eastern Sierra, and a rabbit skin blanket. Behind them 
they left their puppies and beads.

In W aka-che the fires had been started. A group of children 
w ere ou t in the clearing, imitating their elders by playing a 
gam e of “ m ula” with m ountain mahogany clubs and a “ball” 
m ade of oak. T h e  adults played with teams and goals, but the 
children  preferred to play it every man for himself.

In his dwelling the chief undid another knot from the cord 
which the m essenger from Loko-che had brought some days 
earlier, carrying word of an upcoming gathering. Only four 
knots rem ained. Soon it would be time to begin preparations, 
he thought. At least two deer would have to be killed and 
brought to the feast.

O ne o f his new puppies was whining and stmggling with his 
leash of milkwood fibre. T h e  chief was momentarily reminded 
o f the w esterners who had related a story of a party of travelers 
seen in the sum m er before, somewhere to the south. T h e  story 
had been  passed along and was hard to understand —  particu
larly the  description of the men who sat upon animals as large as 
elk , b u t it was still a good story. H e would rem em ber it for the 
gathering.

Betw een 1845 and 1900 the Miwok population declined from 
an estim ated 9000 to som ething like 700. At times deliberately, 
at tim es inadvertently, the white man virtually exterm inated 
the  race.

In the early part o f the 1870’s a cult known as the “Ghost 
D an ce” sw ept through the remaining reservations or “ ranch- 
erias” of the Miwok. It originated among the Plains Indians and
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raced through the o ther tribes like religious wildfire. T he  
G host D ance was a mystical, frenzied rite whose purpose was to 
arouse the long dead warriors of old to create an invincible 
un ited  Indian army that would destroy the invaders. As quickly 
as it cam e, the Ghost D ance vanished before 1875.

By the turn of the century there were several significatnt 
M iwok rancherias. One near Sheep Ranch in Calaveras 
C ounty; one near T uolum ne, and one near Groveland. Today 
the T uo lum ne rancheria is the only one left, having some 65 
residents. A som ewhat larger group still lives in Yosemite.

T h e  Bureau of Indian Affairs reckons there to be approxi
m ately 2,000 either full or half blooded Miwok Indians alive 
today. L ike many others, the Miwok have recently experi
enced a reawakening of tribal feeling, and are taking an active 
part in the m odern Native American m ovem ent to obtain 
Indian rights and to re-establish their culture and traditions.
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T H E  W H IT E  M A N

I n  1843, in the little Spanish settlem ent of Yerba Buena 
(later know n as San Francisco), an agent for the Paty and 
M cK inley T rading  Co., a Mr. William H eath Davis, was en
gaged in conversation with one of the mission Padres, a Father 
M ercado, who confided to him som ething several of the wilder
ness missionaries already knew: there was gold, in great quan
tities, in the Sacram ento Valley. After expressing some natural 
surprise at this news, H eath asked why it wasn’t announced to 
the  world.

“T housands of im m igrants,” the cleric responded, “would 
be dangerous . . . Californians have no means of defense, no 
army, no navy. T h e  Americans would soon obtain supreme 
contro l.”

F our years later, the War with Mexico delivered “Alta 
C alifornia” over to the Union, and a year after that, Marshall’s 
discovery brought the “ thousands of immigrants” . As the 
peaceful land he once knew was being transformed overnight 
into a rough and ready American frontier, it seems doubtful 
F a th er M ercado took much comfort from the accuracy of his 
political vision.

At this distance in time, it is difficult to imagine what a scene 
was created in the Sierra foothills by the tidal wave of im
m igrants in the Gold Rush of 1849. It was an event of propor
tions com pletely unprecedented  in hum an history and it com
m anded the attention of the entire world.

In d eed , for those first few heady months, it was far more an 
in ternational rush than an American. W orldwide economic con
ditions were slum ped in the mid-1800’s and news of a fortune 
buried  in the  ground in the new American frontier electrified 
listeners around the globe.

A m ong the very first to arrive at the gold fields were the 
northern  M exicans, the Sonorans, experienced miners who had 
the additional incentive of being no more than a few weeks’ 
journey away. Hard on their heels were the Europeans —  the
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Italians, D utch, Germ an, French and the English, especially 
the C ornishm en, Cousin Jacks as they were called, toughened 
coal m iners experienced in the delicate art of hard rock tunnel 

. blasting. W ithin a year and a half of Marshall’s 1848 discovery, 
the  river canyons of the Tuolum ne, South Fork, and Stanislaus 
w ere as cosmopolitan as any boulevard in Europe.

For a tim e, while the easy placer deposits still held, and 
while no single group enjoyed a large majority, the various 
nationalities worked side by side with one another with remark
ably little tension. By 1850, however, the “easy pickings” were 
starting to go, California had become the 31st state in the 
Union, and the Americans were beginning to look resentfully at 
the  “ foreigners” . First to feel the effects of this were the
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non-E uropeans —  the Chinese, Mexicans and Blacks. N either 
the C hinese nor the Blacks were perm itted to give testimony 
against a w hite man in a court of law, and in some districts they 
w ere forbidden to occupy an unworked claim; in others, laws 
w ere passed forbidding either group from working any claim at 
all.

At the  same tim e, a special resentm ent was building against 
the  Sonorans and South Americans whose experience in or
ganizing large-scale mining operations enabled them  to main
tain high profits even while the easy gold was disappearing.

T h e  culm ination of these feelings surfaced in the Foreign 
M iners’ T ax  Law of August 3, 1850 requiring an exorbitant fee 
from each non-white, non-American miner. T h e  enforcem ent 
o f this Act, frequently left in the hands of the Anglo mining 
com m unity, resulted in occasional violence and a wholesale 
foreign exodus from the fields. For the economy of the camps, 
the  Act had an unexpectedly disastrous result; many of the 
m erchants soon discovering how much of their business was 
due to the foreign population. T h e  outcry they raised was 
v eh em en t enough to force the repeal of the Act the following 
year. Although the Act had never generated much revenue for 
the  state, it had served warning to the foreign miners that, 
although California m ight still be.a wilderness, it was at least 
now an American wilderness.

As news from the gold fields gradually made its way back to 
the  rest o f the world, a popular image of California began to 
take shape that roughly com bined the elem ents of a dime novel 
w ith those o f a G reek myth. It was a land of balmy breezes and 
wild Indians, grizzly bears and Spanish maidens. T h e  land was 
so rich that farmers planted their seeds and got out of the way.

A nd, o f course, there was gold. For the most part, it was lying 
around in small piles, although occasionally one had to wade 
into a creek and retrieve it from under a rock. All in all, quite an 
inviting picture, and possibly the source of some disillusion
m en t to many of the newcomers.

J. D. Borthwick, a New England artist, was one of those who 
travelled to the new El Dorado by way of Panama in the year
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1851. His journal o f the tim e he spent there was published in 
1857 and paints an interesting —  and likely more realistic — 
picture of life in the gold fields.

^ W hen about ten miles from the plains (en route 
from Sacram ento to Placerville), I first saw the 
actual reality of gold-digging. Four or five men 
were working in a ravine by the roadside, digging 
holes like so many grave-diggers. I then con
sidered m yself fairly in “ the mines” , and exper
ienced a disagreeable consciousness that we might 
be passing over huge masses of gold, only con
cealed from us by an inch or two of earth.

T h e  diggings here (at Placerville) had been 
exceedingly rich —  men used to pick the chunks 
of gold out of the crevices of the rocks in the
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ravines with no o ther tool than a bowie knife; but 
these days had passed, and now the whole surface 
o f the surrounding country showed the am ount of 
real, hard work which had been done. T h e  beds of 
the  num erous ravines which wrinkle the faces of 
the hills, the bed of the creek, and all the little 
flats alongside of it, were a confused mass of heaps 
of dirt and piles of stones lying around the innum 
erable holes, about six feet square and five or six 
feet deep, from which they had been thrown out. 
T h e  original course of the creek was completely 
obliterated, its water being distributed into num 
berless little ditches, and from them  conducted 
into the “ long toms” of the miners through canvas 
hoses, looking like immensely long slimy sea- 
serpents.

Along the whole length of the creek, as far as 
one could see, on the banks of the creek, in the 
ravines, in the middle of the principal and only 
stree t of the town, and even inside some of the 
houses, were parties of miners, num bering from 
three or four to a dozen, all hard at work, some 
laying into it with picks, some shoveling the dirt 
into “ long toms” , or with long-handled shovels 
washing the dirt thrown in, and throwing out the 
stones, while others were working pumps or boil
ing w ater out o f the holes with buckets. T here  was 
a continual noise and clatter, as mud, dirt, stones, 
and w ater were thrown about in all directions; and 
the m en, dressed in ragged clothes and big boots, 
w ielding picks and shovels, and rolling big rocks 
about, were all working as if for their lives, going 
into it with a will, and with a degree of energy not 
usually seen among laboring men. It was alto
gether a scene which conveyed the idea of hard 
work in the fullest sense of the words, and in 
comparison with which a gang of railway navvies 
would have seem ed to be merely a party of gentle
m en am ateurs playing at work.

— J.D.  Borthwick, July 1851
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A s  the initial wave of Forty-Niners began leaving the Mother- 
lode (and they left nearly as fast as they arrived) the history of 
the  area en tered  a new, far less tum ultuous era. Those who 
rem ained behind, although far fewer, were there to stay.

In the river canyons them selves, once the epicenters of the 
m ost frenzied activity, life quickly returned to its more ac
custom ed pace. T o  some extent, what had once been wilder
ness, becam e wilderness again.

Farm ing, particularly along the South Fork of the American, 
took som ething of a hold, although the land was too hilly to be 
considered prime. More commonly, sheepherders and cattle
m en would run their stock into the canyons on the way to their 
sum m er pasture in the Sierras.

M ining, in the m eantim e, had recovered from the boom and 
bust cycle and the miners were beginning to grimly set about 
the  task o f extracting gold deeply buried in veins or ancient 
gravel beds. U nder the stimulus of low value ore and deeply 
buried gold, new technology was developed; and as each new 
process was perfected, a mini-boom hit the mines in the river 
canyons. T h e  first was probably in the 1860’s when chlorine 
and cyanide w ere found to be effective extraction agents when 
added  to ore pulp. C oncurrent with this was the improvement 
o f the crushing, or milling machinery and the gradual electrifi
cation o f many o f the operations.

T h e  cum ulative effect o f all this was to keep the industry 
alive past the first few years of this century. It was all done, 
though, on borrowed time; after all, gold is a non-renewable 
resource.

T h e  D epression era, and its economic and social rigors 
brought a new wave of miners back into the canyons. Some 
banded  together into companies and operated the latest in gold 
m ining equ ipm en t —  huge, floating dredges that ran an end
less bucket line over the river bottom, hauling out the gravel. 
O thers of them  were called “gopher miners” , “bedrock 
scratchers” , individual prospectors who preferred panning a 
bare subsistance to getting it in a bread line.

T h e  end to all this came abruptly in 1942 with the issuance of 
W ar O rder L-202 putting a halt to many non-essential
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industries —  including gold mining. It turned out to be the final 
blow for the industry on the rivers; after the war, few of the 
dredges were pu t to use again, and even fewer of the hard rock 
m ines re-opened. M ining activity was restricted almost entirely 
to the  hobbyists, sum m er prospectors working individual light
w eight dredges.

A lthough cattlem en from the Valley no longer summer their 
stock in the Sierras, grazing rights are still held —  and used — 
along the banks of most o f the foothill rivers, including the 
Stanislaus, T uolum ne and South Fork. And while logging is an 
im portant industry in the foothills, tim berm en have generally 
focused their in terest on the higher slopes; the digger pines and 
steep  canyon sides com bine to make logging uneconomic in the 
river sections described in this guide.

T h e  most recent chapter in the history of the Stanislaus, 
T u o lu m n e and South Fork is still being opened. It began in the 
early 60’s w hen a few adventurers, equipped with foldboats 
and war surplus rubber rafts, began floating these streams, 
bouncing through the rapids, and camping along their shores — 
m any o f which had seen few footprints since the Gold Rush. 
From  these very m odest beginnings, a new sport developed, 
and w ith it a consciousness of the history and natural beauty of 
these rem arkable places.
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T H E  L A N D  A N D  T H E  RO C K S

By a geologist’s slow-running tim epiece, California’s Sierra 
N evada m ountain range is a brash newcomer to the state’s 
topography —  a granite yearling with an improbably steep 
eastern flank, a jagged saw Crestline, and a western slope 
seam ed by a series of ten abrupt river canyons. T h e  evidence of 
geologic inexperience is everywhere, and stands in marked 
contrast to such rounded, m eandering ranges as the Appalac
hians —  a group of hills clearly showing the effect of 
250,000,000 years.

T h e  river systems that drain this adolescent range tumble 
and course down its sides with appropriate energy. Beginning 
some 9 million years ago, these westward bearing streams have 
been  scoring deep grooves in a bedrock block that has simul
taneously been lifting itself on a “hinge” in the Central Valley. 
T h e  com bined effect has produced a series of precipitous river 
canyons that, for pure drama, are probably unm atched any
w here on the globe.

T h e  rock history of the W estern Sierra foothills can be read 
for a period of some 300 million years, back to a time when 
m ulti-cellular life was just beginnning to evolve and a great 
inland sea filled a basin where the Sierras stand today. For 200 
million years the floor of this sea convulsed with volcanoes and 
massive earthquakes. Over time, the lava, mud and eruptive 
m aterial settled to the ocean bottom forming a massive sedi
m entary layer. Today, after millions of years of loading, com
pression, heating, crum pling and crushing, this sedim ent has 
been  turned (“ m etam orphosed” ) into hard quartzites, slates, 
schists, marble and limestones now known as the “bedrock 
series” of the Sierra Nevada and exposed in its foothill river 
bottom s.

Approxim ately 125 million years ago, after the sedimentary 
ocean bottom  had been lifted by movements in the earth’s 
crust, a period of intense volcanism raised a masive chain of 
m ountains. T h is  proto-Sierran range eventually eroded away to
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becom e a vast low-relief plain, crossed by a num ber of broad 
w inding rivers. T h e  deposits of these rivers, laid down over 
millions of years, formed a layer of rock called the “superjacent 
series” which overlaid the older, more complex structures of 
the bedrock. About 25 million years ago, a period of intense

17



volcanic activity filled these ancient river beds with lava. T he  
flat topped  T ab le  M ountain near the Stanislaus Canyon is an 
exam ple of an ancient lava flow of this period.

T h e  m ost recent chapter opens some 9 million years ago. 
T h e  “superjacent series” as well as the bedrock beneath it, 
began to uplift, driven by the forces of continental drift, and 
new  river channels began forming. As the rivers cut deeper into 
th e  steepen ing  slope, they eventually exposed the bedrock 
and, incidentally, cut across ancient gold bearing gravels (a 
m inor geologic event with wildly disproportionate human con
sequences).

T oday  the river channels are cut deeply in the bedrock and 
the superjacent series are in evidence only near the ridge tops. 
L ow er down on the canyon walls, and at the banks of the river 
itself, layers of the bedrock complex are cross-sectioned, and 
frequently  off-set by the intense heat and pressure that char
acterize the earth ’s interior.

Largely as a result of these irregularities in the bedrock, the 
river cuts an uneven channel. Resistant ledges become “ ribs” 
in the riverbed, trapping floodswept boulders and debris. T he 
result: rapids. In areas where the flow generally parallels the 
bedrock folds, the rapids are fewer and less severe; in areas 
w here the  flow cuts across them , the gradient steepens and the 
drops becom e more abrupt.

T h e  overall effect is of a winding, staircase river cut deeply 
into an ancient m etam orphosed bedrock gorge and overtopped 
by more recent layers of volcanic and sedim entary material.
T he Plants and Anim als

T h e  w eather pattern in the foothills is an unlikely combina
tion of hot, dry sum m ers and cool, wet winters. Known to 
m eteorologists as a “M editerranean clim ate” , it occurs only 
w ithin a narrow belt of latitudes, and in California owes its 
existence to the massive “w eather factory” known as the 
Pacific O cean, and the providential presence of the Sierras, a 
storm -stopping range of mountains par excellence.

T h e  plant and animal com m unities that inhabit the foothill 
canyons have evolved to survive in this environm ent of feast
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and fam ine. O n the hot southern slopes especially, plants are 
favored tha t can both conserve water w hen its scarce and absorb 
quantities w hen it’s not. Leaves are frequently small or waxy, 
pine needles sparse, root systems broad. T his is the home of 
buck  brush, digger pine, mountain mahogany, holly leaf and, 
above all, cham ise —  a shrub so tightly fitted into the “ niche” 
o f its environm ent that it is the dom inant ground cover in the 
foothills, the “climax plant com m unity” .

N earer to the water, the tem perature extrem es are mod
erated ; by comparison the soil is deep and moist. W ater tolerant 
plants are favored, and the com m unities are richer and more 
varied. Willows, alders, bayleaves, blackberries and wild 
grapes crowd the river bottoms in a dense profusion of riparian 
plant life. Even a few species of ferns and rhubarb, amphibious 
plants that need to keep their “ feet” wet, can thrive in this 
special “ m icro-com m unity” by the water’s edge.

T h e  animal life that has evolved in this environm ent reflects 
the  soil and plant diversity. On the chapparal slopes, birds such 
as the  w ren tit and scrubjay flourish along with California quail, 
brush rabbits, mice, woodrats and their predators, the coyotes, 
gray foxes and bobcats.

In the riparian com m unities, such animals as raccoons, 
skunks, ringtails and a variety of rodents and amphibians are 
com m only seen, all of them  fitting a niche defined by food 
source, clim ate and predator population. In the rivers them 
selves, o f course, are the fish; brown trout, rainbows, suckers 
and squawfish are the com m onest species.

A lthough this b rief discussion of soil, rocks, plants and ani
mals has been in the outline form, respecting their considerable 
differences, taken together they form a seamless web, a bio
sphere; and over the past 150 years humans have been elbow
ing their way rather rudely into it, although with what final 
success only future generations can tell. For the mom ent, there 
seem s little doubt that we have chosen a path dramatically 
d ifferen t from that o f the previous race of hum an inhabitants 
whose term  of residence in the foothills was an extremely long 
and fruitful one.
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T H E  G E T T IN G  O F T H E  G O L D

T  he earth ’s crust is built of more than 3,000 minerals, of which 
gold is certainly one of the less significant, making up no more 
than one quadrillionth of a percentage point of the planet’s 
w eight. T h is  rarity, o f course, gives gold its value, and, addi
tionally, puts the prospector in the interesting position of look
ing for som ething difficult to find solely for the reason that it is 
difficult to find. N eedless to say, gold mining is a uniquely 
hum an activity.

T h e  Sierra N evada foothills contained an extraordinary con
centration  of this mineral through the action of two natural 
“ concentrators” . T h e  first was an ancient fault system through 
the earth ’s crust which enabled the gold —  in vapor form —  to 
p en etra te  to w ithin a few miles of the earth’s surface where it 
condensed in fissures, frequently bonded to another mineral, 
quartz.

T h e  second “concentrator” was running surface water. Over 
m illenia, these deep  veins were exposed by the forces of ero
sion. T h e  gold was eventually freed and swept downstream 
w here it began to deposit in riverbanks.

T h is  cycle of erosion and concentration first occurred some 
50 million years ago, during the Tertiary Period. But the origi
nal Sierra rivers that cut into these veins became buried under 
the  lava and ash of 40 million years of interm ittent volcanic 
activity. It wasn’t until some 9 million years ago that the rivers 
we know today began cutting canyons, eventually reaching the 
gold-bearing veins and beginning the same deposition and 
concentration process.

W hile the Forty-N iners may have had only dim understand
ing o f these processes, they quickly deduced the obvious: 
w here there was water, there was gold. Consequently, nearly 
all o f their early efforts were known as “ placer mining” , work
ing the  stream bed gravel.

T h e  m ethods the very first miners used —  the pan, cradle, 
sluice and long tom —  were all fairly primitive, and exceedingly
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w asteful. But if the values were there, it d idn’t matter. A single 
m iner could stake out his claim, ham m er together a cradle box 
or sim ple “ tom ” and in short be in business for himself.

D iverting an entire river, though, is an ambitious undertak
ing, dem anding dams, ditches and flumes — all beyond the 
m eans of single prospectors: E nter the era of the mining 
com pany.

But even w hen the burden was shared, riverbed mining was 
risky business. Because of high water, construction of the 
diversion dam and flum inghad to wait until July or August. And 
then  it had to be quickly done before the winter rains came and 
w ashed the whole operation away. On top of all this, there was 
no way of knowing if the dirt would “pay” beforehand. N eed
less to add, a lot of companies were in and out of the riverbed 
m ining business in short order.

W hile some groups worked these exposed river beds, others 
explored and prospected some of the tributaries where they 
discovered the ancient goldbearing gravels from the Tertiary 
period. C learing off the tons of topdirt that now covered these 
d eep  gravels spurred the developm ent of new technology.

G round sluicing was the first technique brought to these 
kinds of deposits. T h e  idea was to divert water to a holding 
pond above the suspected paydirt, and then release it in surges. 
T h e  resulting slurry of mud and dirt was then wshed in sluice - 
boxes. T h e  whole process was known as “ booming” a hillside.

A sim ple extension of this idea is credited to Edward Matti- 
son, a C onnecticut Yankee in Nevada County. Rather than 
allowing the water to flow over the surface, Mattison piped it 
down to a fixed nozzle apparatus and directed the resulting 
stream  against the hillside. Hydraulicking, as it was called, 
soon becam e extrem ely popular. With more elaborate cannons 
(or “ M onitors” as they were called) and higher source water, 
the process was awesomely effective. A single operator could 
knock down 50 tons of “overburden” in a single day. By 1867 
there w ere over 5000 miles of ditching for these operations 
costing more than $15 million. Meanwhile, however, down
stream , the rivers were depositing massive silt loads in the 
C entral Valley, filling their channels to the point where normal
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runoff was creating flood conditions for the farmers. T h e  result
ing outcry precipitated w hat is arguably the first piece of en 
vironm ental legislation in the state’s history, the Sawyer Deci
sion of 1884, which effectively shut down hydraulicking and 
incidentally signalled the ascendancy of agriculture over m in
ing as the sta te’s leading industry.

Occasionally, if it was felt that the dirt would pay well 
enough, and if the topdirt was too massive even for the 
“ M onitors” , tunnels (called “drifts” or “adits” ) were dug into 
the  hillside, som etim es for as much as several miles. W hen the 
m iners reached the ancient, compacted river gravel they carried 
the ore back out to a stampmill and sluicebox. T able M ountain, 
near the  Stanislaus, is honeycombed with just these kinds of 
tunnels.

As the 1850’s wore on, a new and for a time spectacular 
source of gold was uncovered: quartz vein gold - mineral still 
em b ed d ed  in aboriginal fault lines. Carson Hill, on the 
Stanislaus, yielded an incredible vein gold find, generally con
ceded  to be the largest in history.

As before, new problems gave rise to new technology. Vein 
gold was frequently em bedded in quartz, quite a formidable 
m aterial, and crushing the ore was a dem anding task. Various 
m echanical devices were quickly developed, beginning with 
m ule pow ered arrastras and culminating in steam or electrically 
driven ball or stam p mills. T h e  pulverized material was then 
sluiced, or in later years, treated chemically to extract the 
valuable mineral.

Searching for vein gold com bined high risks, potentially high 
rewards, and a steep capital investm ent in labor and equip
m ent. Raising the funds for such a venture frequently involved 
the  incorporation of a company and the selling of shares. Par
ticularly in the late 1850’s, W estern mining stocks were 
“glam our investm ents” attracting a great deal of overseas capi
tal. M any an English attic chest is today the final resting place 
for the  stock of busted California mining ventures, their share
holders liable to wait quite a while for the next dividend.

A lthough the technology of hard rock mining continued to 
undergo a gradual refinem ent, particularly the extraction pro-
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Pocket Mining
I n  tha t one little corner of California is found a species 
of m ining which is seldom or never m entioned in print. 
It is called “ pocket m ining” and I am not aware that any 
o f it is done outside of that little corner. T h e  gold is not 
evenly d istributed  through the surface dirt, as in ordi
nary placer m ines, but is collected in little spots, and 
they  are very w ide apart and exceedingly hard to find, 
bu t w hen you do find one you reap a rich and sudden 
harvest. T h e re  are not now more than twenty pocket 
m iners in that entire little region. I think I know every 
one of them  personally. I have known one of them  to 
h u n t patiently  about the hillsides every day for eight 
m onths w ithout finding gold enough to make a snuff
box —  his grocery bill running up relentlessly all the 
tim e —  and then  find a pocket and take out of it two 
thousand dollars in two hours, and go and pay every 
cen t of his indebtedness, then en ter on a dazzling spree 
tha t finished the last of his treasure before the night was 
gone. And the next day he bought his groceries on 
credit as usual, and shouldered his pan and shovel and 
w ent off to the hills hunting pockets again happy and 
con ten t. T h is is the most fascinating of all the different 
kinds of mining, and furnishes a very handsome per
centage of victims to the lunatic asylum.

— from Roughing It, 
Mark Twain
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cesses, its high costs m ade it less and less economical. T he  
fu ture o f gold m ining at the turn of the century lay in the 
m iners’ ability to process huge amounts of dirt at an extremely 
low cost. It was this realization that prom pted the developm ent 
o f the  “ D oodle-bug dredgers” of the 20’s and 30’s. T here  were 
barges equ ipped  with draglines or endless conveyor belts of 
buckets. In e ither case, the object was to scoop out massive 
am ounts o f river gravel and wash the debris on board, dum ping 
the slurry back into the river where it could be pulled up again. 
T h e  theory may seem  primitive, but these dredges were nearly 
as profitable as they were environmentally destructive. T h e  
sam e idea can be seen at work on a much smaller scale in the 
lightw eight dredges of modern-day prospectors.

25



H U T C H IN G S ’ C A L IF O R N IA  SC E N ES

TURNING THE
This view represents the building of a dam across the river, to turn it into a flume. 

From ten to twenty m en form themselves into a joint company, for the purpose of 
draining and working the bed of the river. Sometimes several companies will unite, 
and by their enterprise build a flume several miles in length, into which the whole 
stream is turned. Wheels are placed in the flume to pum p out the 
remaining water, or elevate rocks or dirt from 
below, after which the dirt is washed in a sluice, 
tom or cradle.

PANNING OUT
This illustrates one ,of the primitive method of mining. A pan filled with earth is set into the 
water, and by shaking it from side 
to side, the dirt is washed out, and the gold gradually sinking to the bottom of the pan, is there saved. 
This method is still used by every company to wash out the product 
of the days' labor; while the Chilian or Mexican uses the pan or bowl exclusively.

The above represents three men working with a Tom; two are vigorously picking down and shovelling the dirt into the upper part of the 
tom, -  and the other is moving it about with a hoe or shovel, to 

wash it and throw out the larger 
rocks or riddlings. The 

gold, dirt and water 
passes through a sieve orc r  tom-iron at the lower end

r n n i m r n  J r W L l , n t 0  a  r if f le  b o xG R O L  I \ D  ~ '^.\ga.~-^^^T^~*unberneatb’ where theThe above represents 's saved,the many methods 
of ground sluicing. A trench is first 
dug down the hillside, into which a small stream of water is turned; miners then stand across or in the stream, and with their picks loosen the gravel and dirt, while the force of the water carries it into asluice below. Sometimes a stream of water is made to run by the side ofa bank, and by undermining or picking down the bank, it falls into the water, by which it is removed, and the pay-dirt is afterwards carefully washed.
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M E T H O D S O F M IN IN G
ROCKING THE CRADLE

The earth to be washed is carried in buckets to the cradle, and emptied into the sieve or hopper, w hen water from a dipper is poured upon it; as the cradle is rocked from side to side, the earth and water falls through the sieve upon an apron sloping towards the 
back of the cradle, and passing over the 
bottom is washed out at the end, while the gold remains on the apron, or at the end of 
the cradle. Chinam en are the principal 
operators now with this machine.

To the right a company of miners are "sluicing," those at the upper end are throwing in the pay dirt, and the m an at the lower end is tending the sluice. 
Several lengths of sluice-boxes, or troughs with the ends out, supported by trestles, form the sluice; across the bottom 
inside, are riffles or false bottoms, to save the gold; a stream 
of water being turned down, the gold is separated from the dirt, which is washed out.

HYDRAULIC WASHING

SLUICING

The scene below represents a company of miners washing down the hill by the hydraulic process. The water from above 
being confined in a strong hose, is played through a pipe upon the bank of sand and gravel, with great force and effect. By this process, great quantities of earth are washed down, and passing through a long sluice, the gold is there saved.Sometimes where the gold is 
very fine, the Buyaskutus is of 
great value to the miner, saving 
nearly enough to pay this weekly water bill.

THE HYDRAULIC  TELEGRAPH
The above represents the manner of 

constructing the "Hydraulic Telegraph," as 
it is named. A small flume is placed upon 

poles or high trestles, through 
which the water is conveyed from the canal or 

ditch to a barrel or square wooden funnel at the 
end, to which is attached the hose. These 

Telegraphs are generally from 80 to 130 
feet above the pipe from which the water escapes, 
thus creating the required force for washing down 

banks of earth into the sluice.

re p rin te d  from  H u tch ings M agazine, 1854.
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THE SOUTH FORK OF THEA M E R IC A N :Mile by Mile
Researched by M aureen Daley-H utter



T H E  S O U T H  FO R K  O F T H E  A M E R IC A N

O n e  hundred and forty years ago the South Fork of the 
Am erican was an untracked wilderness river; ten years later it 
was nothing less than an industry. Its canyon walls echoed to 
the  thunder of stam p mills and to the black powder blasting of 
quartz  tunnels. Its banks were lined with prospectors panning 
its gravel. For miles at a stretch the river’s entire flow was 
shun ted  aside while gold diggers busily turned over the ex
posed riverbed. T h e  towns of Coloma and Hangtown had
15,000 people betw een them , with dozens of tent towns scat
tered  in the nearby hills. T h e  South Fork was making history.

By 1880 the pace had slowed considerably. T h e  tent camps 
w ere gone; m ost o f the placer claims were played out and 
abandoned. “ H angtow n” was now Placerville and had only 
1500 people. By 1920 things were even quieter. T h e  last of the 
quartz  m ines had shut down and the Coloma valley was entirely 
given over to vineyards and orchards.

T oday , despite the crowds that come to see the relics of the 
old era, or boat the rapids, it is still a far cry from earlier days. 
M ore than any of the other Gold Rush rivers, the South Fork of 
the American is an abandoned canyon, a ghost town among 
rivers.

T h e  Southern M aidu tribe lived in the South Fork canyon for 
2000 years. T h ey  called the river Waka-che. Jedediah Smith, 
the American fur trapper and explorer traveled through the area 
in 1828 and called it the “Wild River” . A Spanish land grant in 
1833 nam ed it “ Rio Ojotska” . It wasn’t until 1841 that a map 
appeared with the words “American River” on it. John Sutter 
took credit for the new appelation saying: “ I gave the name 
‘American River’ to the stream that now bears it from the fact 
tha t about 3 miles above the fort was a pass (ford) where the 
Canadian trappers, who were called “Americans” by the 
Spanish speaking Indians, crossed the stream. This place was 
called “ El Paso de los Americanos’ ” . It remains to this day the 
only stream  in the N orth American continent with the name 
“American River” attached to it.
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“ C u llo m a  V a lle y ” . John L ittle

A visitor to the South Fork today, with only a rough idea of 
w here to look, can see abundant evidence of the Gold Rush 
days: ditches cut into the hillsides, artificial islands created by 
new  channels, rusting mill machinery. Just as evident to the 
inform ed observer are the changes in the natural appearance. 
T h e  slopes are covered with non-native annual grasses, the 
banks lined with im ported Scotch Broom, even the river itself 
—  by m id-sum m er w hat was once a chain of warm pools is today 
a freshly flowing ice cold stream, the result of upstream storage 
reservoirs.

Achieving this bifocal awareness of the South Fork, its past as 
well as its present, is one of the primary purposes of this guide; 
and it is pursued in the belief th^t a concern for the future of a 
place frequently  starts with some understanding of its past.
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Slate Quarry Plant
Just upstream  from the Chili Bar bridge, on the south side, is 

the  95 year old Slate Quarry Plant, now owned by Placerville 
Industries Inc. In 1979, the plant’s ham m er mills crushed over
20,000 tons of slate, a material now mostly used in roof shingles 
and walkways.

Originally known as “ Buck’s Quarry” , it began operations in 
1886 and was only one of five such quarries in a 2 mile wide slate 
vein that ran through the M other Lode. At the time its machin
ery was powered by ditch water, and the slate it produced was 
not crushed, bu t shingle or board slate, out of which such things 
as counters and coffins were made.

At its peak, 100 workers labored by hand, earning $1.25 a 
day, cutting  and shaping the slabs with chisels and water- 
pow ered saws. T h e  finished product was pulled by oxen over 
the  12 miles to the Shingle Springs railroad for shipm ent to San 
F rancisco. By the beginning of World War I, however, the mine 
had closed, a victim of rising costs.

T h e  shutdow n turned out to be temporary. W ithin a decade 
the quarry re-opened, entering its own second era. T he  new 
owners w ere the Pacific Minerals Co. L td. who began the 
production of crushed slate for asphalt shingles by blasting 
tunnels into the canyonside. For 39 years it operated day and 
night, pu tting  a total of 11 lateral shafts through the slate for 
m ore than 2 miles in total.

D uring the height of the Cold War, the extensive tunneling 
attracted  the attention of the Federal G overnm ent and also, 
unrelatedly, the Cam pbell Soup Co. T h e  one was on the 
lookout for a bom b shelter site; the other interested in raising 
m ushroom s. Both organizations m ust have eventually settled 
elsew here however, because the slate mine continued its ac
custom ed operations until 1966 when new regulations made 
“ drift” or tunnel mining too expensive. T h e  owners responded 
by reverting to the earlier, open quarry style of operation.

In 1979, the current owners, Placerville Industries Inc., 
acquired the property, erected a new plant on slightly higher 
ground and sold as scrap the mills, classifiers, Pelton wheels
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and generators that had been in use for over 60 eyrs. T h e  new 
p lan t remains in operation today, the oldest continuously run
ning slate quarry in the state.
Chili Bar Bridge

A bout 200 feet upriver from the present bridge, a stretch of 
shallow w ater provided a fording spot to travellers between 
Placerville and the gold mines of the Georgetown Divide. From 
1851 until 1853, a cable operated ferry connected the two 
shores w hen the water was high. In 1854, the first bridge was 
built. E igh t years later, though, the bridge, the tollhouse, and 
very nearly the tollkeeper and his wife, were carried away by 
high w ater in the historic 1862 flood.

T h e  structure that stands at the site today was built in 1928, 
using river rock from the gravel bar below for concrete footings.

S ac ram en to  in the F lood on 1862. In the w in ter o f 1862, th e  rains cam e 
early to California and they came to stay. B etw een  O ctober 12 an d jan u ary  5 
the sun was rarely seen . T h e  C entral Valley becam e a great lake putting  
Sacram en to  and Stockton under several feet o f w ater for w eeks at a tim e. 
O ne suggestion, pu t forward at the height o f the  flood, was to w iden the 
Straits o f C arquinez, thereby  allowing the w ater an “ easier ex it” .
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Mile 0.0 Chili Bar
Although American history has fully adopted the California 

Gold Rush, in 1848 and early ’49, a “Californian” was a native - 
Spanish speaker and the Gold Rush itself was more properly a 
chap ter in Mexican and South American history. Certainly in 
those first few m onths, a good percentage of the Forty-N iner’s 
spoke little, if any, English. Many of them  came from as near as 
N orthern  M exico, a few from as far away as the South Seas. 
Som e of the best miners of all, though, came from the South 
Am erican country of Chile, where mining had been a way of life 
since the days of the Spanish conquistadores.

A group of these Chileans arrived in the South Fork area and 
first m ined in Garden Valley and Johntown. T rouble arose 
though w hen the foreigners were accused of panning other 
m iners’ tailing at night. Some fights followed and a vigilante 
group form ed itself to escort the South Americans across the 
river, from where they wre instructed “ never to come back” .

It tu rned  out to be unnecessary advice. T h e  next morning, 
the  C hileans found their new home by the river to be excellent 
diggings and they stayed there for years.

A smallpox epidem ic in 1886 wiped out the last of those that 
hadn’t returned home. Evidence of their graves, marked with 
slate headstones, can still be found on the hillsides nearby.

Mile .4 T he Greenhorn or 
C olom a-Lotus Ranch Ditch

O n the left bank of the river, some twenty feet above the 
w ater, lies the beginning of the G reenhorn or Coloma-Lotus 
Ranch D itch. Built betw een 1850 and 1854, the system was 
designed to deliver water to downstream mining operations at 
the sam e tim e it provided power to waterwheels along the way. 
T h e  wheels frequently drove pum ps used to em pty the river 
bed o f w hatever flow had bypassed the wing dam.

T h e  system  took the water the length of its 13 miles with less 
than a 200 foot drop from its starting point at Chili Bar to its 
term inus just below Lotus.
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Floods in 1852, 1855 and finally 1862 took a heavy toll on the 
tim ber, machinery and waterwheels of the system. By that 
tim e, it was being used primarily as an irrigation ditch, a func
tion it continues to fill to this day, although not witout frequent 
problem s. Lotus resident H erbert Herzig recalls some of his 
experiences with it during the thirties.

D itch was always a dirty word. It seem ed like 
every holiday, and every time we had company it 
would break down and run dry . . . w e’d hike all 
the way to the problem, and then pack sand on our 
backs up the steep ravines from the river banks, 
and then carry in all the cem en t. . .  It wasn’t much 
fun.

T  oday, the 600 inches of water withdrawn at Chili Bar by the 
original riparian water right of 1850 delivers only 100 inches at 
its destination in Lotus. T h e  balance is lost to the many gaps 
and leaks in the 122 year old system whose owners never 
received any dividend on their investm ent.

“W e just own it, tha t’s all,” says H erb Herzig.
T h e  C o lom a-L o tus D itch  A present-day view.
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Plagued by constant repairs and money problems, the owners 
gave over the m aintenance and accounting of the ditch to the El 
D orado Irrigation District in 1960, but retained their shares in 
ow nership.

T o w e r N o. 15 E u rek a  Slate C om pany. O ne of the m ore am bitious 
engineering schem es hatched in the Sou th  Fork Canyon around the turn of 
the century, the tram  hauled  500 lb. slabs o f slate. Power to the whole 
opera tion  cam e from a Pelton w heel in Slatington (Kelsey) m ore than  
2 m iles away.
A lthough the slate m iners were never too successful w ith  the ir schem e, 
the  E l Dorado L um ber Com pany ran a sim ilar operation for 30 years, hauling 
more than 25 billion board fee t o f m illed lum ber from the Georgetow n Divide.
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T h e  El D orado  L u m b er C om pany T ram .
A bandoned  in 1942, this tram  was the second co nstruc ted  at this site 
about 6 miles upstream  of Chili Bar.

Mile .8
Visible at the top of the left ridge are the remains of the 

overhead tramway that was run by the Eureka Slate Quarry 
shortly after the turn of the century. T h e  Quarry used the 
system  of towers and cables to support 500 lb. slabs of slate as 
they  w ere pulleyed high over the South Fork gorge.

T h e  pow er for the tram was provided by water taken out of 
the Loon Lake reservoir and ditched to the town of Kelsey, 
then  known as Slatington, some 40 miles away.

T h e  system  was abandoned in 1919, and shortly therefter 
most o f the towers were destroyed by fire. T h e  steel cables, 
though, or at least parts of them , can still be found on the 
sou thern  hillside.
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Mile 0.9
C an O pener Rock. L ike most of the boulders stranded mid

stream  C anopener Rock is granite. T h e  slates are too soft to 
w ithstand the grinding of the river during transport.

Mile 1.0 Quartzmines
T h e  C happarel, the Cham pion and the Excelsior were 

quartz  m ines that were located a short distance below Chili Bar. 
T h e y  w ere worked quite extensively, employing a ten-stamp 
mill run by waterpower.

Mile 1.3 R acehorse Rapids 
Mile 1.3 Suckerslide Gulch 
Mile 1.7

T h e  river makes an abrupt turn to the north, around Long 
Point. O n the right, across from Live Oak Bar, are some beauti
ful exposures o f slate, sandstone and siltstone. A close look at 
the layering in the sandstone reveals its marine origin; the 
grains o f sand in the bottom  layers are biggest, those at the top 
are sm aller and lighter. Such an arrangem ent is typical of rock 
form ed by the “settling out” of water-borne sediments.

Mile 3.1 Coffin Creek
T rip le  T h rea t Rapids begins.

Mile 3.2 Mattlers Co. Placer Mining Site
T h e  pile of river rock is actually a “ tailings pile” from an 

1851-2 m ining operation.

Mile 4.0
T h e  slate bedrock gives way here to a body of rock known as 

the  Colom a Granite. T h is  mass of rock originally intruded into 
the slate more than 5 miles beneath the surface of the earth, 
w here tem peratures are high enough to turn granite into a 
sem i-fluid. T hese  5 miles of material eventually eroded away
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and undoubted ly  helped create the rich bottomland of the 
D elta.

T h e  country opens up here into low-rolling hills, a marked 
contrast to the steep-walled canyon upstream. T h e  reasons 
relate directly to the composition of the bedrock. T h e  granite 
here is mostly quartz-free, and, in comparison to the slate, 
sandstone and volcanic rocks upstream, weathers fairly easily.

T h e  hills are spotted with exposed outcroppings of granite. 
T h e se  outcroppings owe their existence to the fact that granite 
chem ically decom poses w hen in contract with moist earth, but 
is m uch more resistant to pure rainwater.

Mile 4.2 C lem ent’s Gardens
Louis C lem ent and his wife built the terraces back from the 

bank in the 1850’s. T h e ir  flower gardens were reputed to be 
lush productions of im ported roses and shrubbery where ele
gant dinners were served by Chinese lantern light. Today, it is 
still possible to identify some of their imported shrubs now 
interm ixed with the “ natives” .

T h e  C lem ents were also the first winemakers in the Coloma 
area. T h ey  used m ulberries which they cultivated along with a 
variety of o ther fruits.

In 1861, the land was bought by Jacob Rhinehart who farmed 
it for years before finally selling to some Chinese miners who 
worked the gravel over in 1870.

Mile 4.4 Indian Creek
T h e  first gold quartz mine in the state was located just above 

Indian  C reek, seen entering on the left at mile 4.4. In 1851, the 
stam p mill there was a primitive apparatus using wooden shafts 
fixed with iron “shoes” . It was eventually improved to a 12 
stam p operation which finally w ent out of business in 1858.

O n the the left bank at Indian Creek a sawmill was also in 
operation during the earliest days of the Gold Rush. It was 
ow ned by the Brooks and Clark Co.
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Mile 4.5 Pleasant Flat
Som e of the richest claims on the river ware found along a 

short stretch on the south bank here in 1852. Known as 
“ P leasant F lat” , the bedrock underneath the bank and low- 
lying terrain was exposed by a large num ber of sluicing opera
tions. D itch water from two different creeks and the river 
w rapped their canals around the hills and down to the flat.

In 1860, the bar was hydraulically mined by the Cox and 
N ichols C o., and later by a group of Chinese. Today the giant 
m ounds of tailings and overgrown ditches are the only evidence 
rem aining.

A n  1850 L ong T om  O peration. O ne o f the earliest 
pho tographs to show C hinese laborers, this daguerrotype 
was tak en  in the  P leasant F lat area and has becom e a 
“ classic” Gold Rush photo.
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Mile 5.1 D utch Greek
D utch  C reek enters the main channel on the right. “ D utch” 

was a Forty-N iner’s inexact term for any N orthern European, 
bu t in this case was probably applied to a German miner called 
“ D utch  John” who explored and mined the ravine in 1848. T he 
confluence was the site of an 1853 sawmill, operated by the 
Agnews family.

Mile 5.2 Troublemaker Rapids
T h e  granite here contains a good deal of quartz and is conse

quen tly  highly resistant. T h e  cable just downstream originally 
supported  as pipe carrying irrigation water from the Coloma- 
L otus ditch to the Gallagher Ranch at the base of Mt. Murphy.

Mile 5.3 Mt. Murphy
T h e  steeply sloped peak visible on the right is Mt. Murphy, 

w here H enry Bigler, a survivor from the famous Mormon Bat
talion delivered a Christm as Day sermon in 1847.

T h e  nam e comes from Patrick O ’Brien M urphy, an Irishman 
whose concern about hostile Indians led him to construct a 
fortress at the very top of the mountain in the 1850’s. W hen it 
finally becam e clear that the Maidu w eren’t going to storm the 
hill, M urphy began using the cannon he hauled up to signal the 
approach of the Sacramento stage. It was subsequently re
m oved and m ounted in front of the Coloma Community 
G range Hall, where it can still be found today.
M urph y ’s C annon .
T h e  M aidu never 
attacked.



H E N R Y  B IG L E R  A N D  T H E  M O R M A N  B A T T A L IO N
W orking w ith Marshall on the construction of the 

w ilderness sawmill was a group of seven men, Israel 
Evans, Azariah Sm ith, Alexander Stephens, James 
Brown, W illiam Johnstun, William Barger and Henry 
Bigler —  all o f whom were Mormons who only two years 
previously had been with Brigham Young as he guided his 
people out of Illinois west toward a land where they would 
establish a new  city. Midway into this great trek, war with 
M exico broke out and President Polk suggested that the 
M orm ons dem onstrate their allegiance by forming a batal- 
lion o f volunteers. T his Brigham Young acceded to and 
persuaded  some 500 of the men to enlist in Council Bluffs, 
Iowa on July 16, 1846.

O ver the next six m onths the little army endured unbe
lievable hardships as they struggled over the 2,000 mile 
“ southern  route” with the avowed purpose of conquering 
California. In July of 1846, looking more like a scarecrow 
band o f fugitives than a conquering army, the Mormon 
Battalion arrived near San Diego just in tim e to learn that 
the  war was over.

M ost o f the group m ustered out to head back to their 
fam ilies w ith Brigham Young, Henry Bigler among them. 
T h e y  chose a vaguely defined northern route, preferring 
unknow n dangers to those they had left behind in the 
southw est. T h e ir  journey found them  near Sutter’s Fort 
in A ugust o f that year where many decided to spend the 
w in ter season working for Sutter.

T h u s  it was that the seven were in the Coloma valley 
som e five m onths later w hen James Marshall came back 
from inspecting the tailrace with his hat cradled in his 
hands.

H enry  Bigler eventually returned to Utah to settle in St. 
G eorge, although not before doing some missionary work 
in the  Sandwich Islands. He kep t an extensive journal of 
his days in California and it was an entry of his that finally 
established the exact date of the first discovery: January 
24, 1848.
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Mile 5.6 Colom a Bridge
T h e  one-lane crossing at Coloma is the tenth  bridge that has 
spanned the site. Originally no more than a shallow fording 
spot, and then  for a short tim e a ferry, the first bridge was 
com pleted  at the site in 1850 by Ed Raun who charged for its 
use and reportedly collected up to $250.00 per day in tolls.

High w ater years in the 1850’s, ’60’s, and ’80’s kept the 
bridge builders in the area busy as a succession of structures 
cam e and w ent, the stoutest of which turned out to be a 
suspension affair built in 1881 that stood for 36 years. T he  
existing structure was installed by the county in 1917.

Mile 5.4 C olom a
T h e  town of Coloma sits by the South Fork in a broad, flat 

valley. T h e  nam e, whose meaning is a m atter of dispute, is of 
M aidu origin. T h ere  are indications that it once applied to a 
village in the area. Coloma is, of course, site of Marshall’s gold 
discovery, and the town is now a state park.

In M arshall’s later years he became something of a public, 
even  controversial figure. H e was called upon a num ber of 
tim es to au thenticate his claim as the original “discoverer” , and 
on one occasion set down his version of the events in this way.

Being a millwright by trade, as there was a ready 
cash sale for lum ber, I concluded to seek a loca
tion in the m ountains and erect a mill, to supply 
the  valley with lum ber. Some time in April, 1847,
I visited N ew  Helvetia, commonly known as the 
“ Fort” , w here I made my resolution known to 
John A. Sutter, Sen., and requested of him an 
Indian boy, to act as an interpreter to the moun
tain Indians in the vicinity of the American River
—  or, Rio de los Americanos, as it was then called.

O n the 16th of May, having com pleted my work
for Capt. Sutter, I started, with an Indian boy,
T reador, and W.A. Graves. On the 18th of May 
we en tered  the valley of Culluma; and on the 
20th, Gingery joined our company. We then 
traveled up the stream now called W eber Creek
—  the Indian nam e for which is Pul-pul-Full —  to 
the  head of the creek; thence higher in the moun
tains until we arrived at te South Fork of the 
American River, where it divides into two 
branches of about equal size, from whence we
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James Wilson Marshall
was born  in H u n te rd o n  C oun ty , N ew  Jersey in 1810. As a boy 
he rece ived  a practical education , learning from his father the 
trade  o f  w heelw righ t and carpenter. T h e  jou rney  tha t would 
ev en tu a lly  land him  in California started  in 1840 w hen he 
d ec id ed  to seek  fam e and fortune in the  far w est. Initially, he 
se ttle d  dow n near F o rt L eavenw orth , Kansas, on the  P latte  
P u rchase , w here  he  began to hom estead  a few acres. But over a 
period  o f  several years his health  w orsened and, on the  advice of 
a physician , he abandoned  his hom e and joined  an em igrant 
party  bo un d  for O regon. T h a t  w inter, in the  year o f 1844, 
M arshall sp e n t a t F o rt H all, on the  Snake River. T h e  following 
y ear he  m ade his w ay to O regon and thence California w here 
Ju ly  1845 found  him  at S u tte r’s Fort.

M arsha ll’s industry  and skills soon enab led  him  to gather 
to g e th e r  the  beg innn ings o f an o th er hom estead  som e livestock, 
tools, and  acreage in B u tte  C ounty. B ut the  Bear F lag R evolu
tion  b ro k e  ou t in 1846 and M arshall joined  up w ith F rem o n t’s 
C aliforn ia B attalion . T h a t  year he was a m em ber o f the  rescue 
p arty  th a t m arched  to K earny’s re lief after the  battle  of San 
P asqual.

In  1847 M arshall m ustered  ou t o f the  service in San D iego 
and  m ade  his w ay by foot back to S u tte r’s Fort w here he 
d iscovered  tha t his m eager holdings had vanished in the revolu
tio n ’s turm oil. C onseq u en tly , S u tte r’s offer o f partnersh ip  in a 
m ill-bu ild in g  en te rp rise  found in him  a ready listener.

M arsha ll’s la ter years w ere filled w ith frustration; his claims 
to th e  original gold discovery site w ere sw ept aside; his govern
m e n t p en sio n  was revoked; his health  problem s re-surfaced. 
H e  b ecam e som eth ing  o f m isanthropic recluse, w orking as a 
g a rd en e r in the  Colom a valley area, until his death  in 1880.
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returned by Sly Park and Pleasant Valley to the 
Fort.

M arshall goes on to describe the months spent constructing 
the  mill and the difficulties they had provisioning it. T he  
m om ent of discovery is put in these words:

. . .  we were in the habit at night of turning the 
w ater through the tail race we had dug for the 
purpose of w idening and deepening the race. I 
used to go down in the morning to see what had 
b een  done by the water through the night; and 
about half past seven o’clock on or about the 19th 
of January— I am not quite certain to a day, but it 
was betw een the 18th and the 20th of that month 
—  1848, I w ent down as usual, and after shutting 
off the water from the race I stepped into it, near 
the lower end, and there, upon the rock, about six 
inches beneath  the surface of the water, I dis
covered the gold. I was entirely alone at the time.
I picked up one or two pieces and exam ined them  
attentively; and haivng some general knowledge 
o f minerals, I could not call to mind more than two 
which in any way resem bled this —  sulphuret of 
iron, very bright and brittle; and gold, bright, yet 
malleable; I then tried it betw een two rocks, and 
found that it could be beaten into a different 
shape, but not broken. I then collected four or five 
pieces and w ent up to Mr. Scott (who was working 
at the carpenter’s bench making the mill wheel) 
w ith the pieces and said, “ I have found it.”

“W hat is it?” inquired Scott.
“ G old” , I answered.
“Oh! N o ,” returned Scott, “ that can’t b e .”
I replied positively —  “ I know it to be nothing 

e lse .”
W ithin a year of this portentous event, the lonely sawmill site 

becam e hom e to: bakeries, blacksmith shops, livery stables, 
m eat m arkets, restaurants, bath houses, banks, hardware 
stores, law offices, a court house, a theatre, newspaper office, 
an art gallery, gunsm ith’s, post office, fire house, 13 hotels, 2 
brew eries, and a growing num ber of gambling halls and 
saloons.

O ne consequence of being the first place invaded by the 
Forty-N iners was becoming evident by the late 1850’s when 
Colom a gained the less noteworthy distinction of being one of
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the first abandoned by them . By 1883 the population had 
dw indled from a high of 10,000 transients to a more stable 2000, 
nearly all o f them  settlers.

Q uite  apart from its mineral wealth, the Coloma valley was 
blessed with the more lasting qualities of fine soil and a long 
growing season, and it was these that the new Colomans m eant 
to exploit.

Jam es H enry Gallagher, born in 1865 on a ranch near Dutch 
C reek , began an orchard on his hom estead at the base of Mt. 
M urphy in 1904. H e married Louisa Veerkamp, daughter of a 
w ell-know n pioneer family, and had three sons, Melvin, 
Raym ond, and Frank.

F rank and Raymond share their remembrances of Coloma 
from 1905 to 1930:

. . . W e spent a lot of our time caring for the 
orchards and vineyards. T here  was the spraying 
and pruning, all the irrigating in the su m m er. . . 
and then  the picking and loading. We grew pears 
and all kinds of plums and sent them  by railroad to 
N ew  York and Boston . . . the Freestone peaches 
w ent to San Francisco, and the lady apples, they 
used to be quite popular. Folks would use them  as 
Christm as decorations. We had to polish each one 
before we packed them  in shelf paper. Some were 
even sen t to the islands.

W e got all our irrigating water from the ditch.
T h e re  was a cable that suspended an eight inch 
pipe across the river above our swimming hole. It 
was our job to keep the opening clear of twigs and 
leaves. O ne tim e we even found a turtle in the 
hole! W e’d pu t a stick in the hole if we needed less 
w a te r . . .

W hen our dad w ent to school in Coloma, there 
were over a hundred kids. T here  were six when I 
w ent. Everyday w hen we came home from school, 
we used to have to hike all over M ount M urphy to 
get the cows and bring them  down to milk . . .

. . .  in the summer, there was hardly any water.
I’ve seen that old river v/hen you could jum p 
across. We didn’t have much time then. We had
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lots o f work to do. But we used to take Sunday 
afternoon off and go down to the swimming hole 
and sand b a r . . .

In 1970 the S tate acquired a large portion of the Gallagher 
property for the Marshall Gold Discovery Site Park and re
m oved the 60 year old buildings and orchards.

Mile 5.6 Colom a Community Grange Hall
Just below the bridge on the left stands the Coloma Com

m unity  Grange Hall. T h e  property was originally donated to 
the  tow nspeople by James H. Gallagher in 1930. During the 
dep ths o f the depression the money was raised within the little 
com m unity  and the structure was built over a two month period 
with everyone pitching in.

T h e  State Park “M aster Plan” of 1980 called for the acquisi
tion and relocation of the building, which has housed countless 
com m unity  events and get-togethers, but local sentim ent has 
been  strongly resistant.

Mile 5.7 Sutter’s Mill
A replica o f Sutter’s Mill erected by the State stands up the 

left bank. T h e  actual location of the original sawmill is about 
one quarter mile downstream and is marked by a stone 
m onum ent.

John A Su tter was a Swiss immigrant who arrived in 
California in 1839 with ambitious plans. Looking around, he 
saw in the little bayside village of Yerba Buena plenty of 
opportunity  for a man with energy and vision. So thinking, he 
set about finding ways to provide some of the necessities of 
grow th for the new American territory.

In 1847, Su tter was involved in the construction of a flour 
mill at N atom o, bu t a shortage of lum ber had stalled the pro
ject. It was just at this fortuitous juncture that James Marshall 
arrived, w ith his offer to build a sawmill in the mountains. A 
partnership  was soon formed, the Coloma site located, and by 
the  end  of that year prospects for success must have looked 
excellent.

All o f this, though, was before the events of January 1848.
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Johann August Sutter
was born  in K andern , B aden in February  1803. T h e  facts re
gard ing  his ancestry  and early life are obscure, at least partially 
ow ing  to th e  fact th a t his own s ta tem ents are contradictory and 
fre q u e n tly  m islead ing . A m idst the  confusion, it seem s certain  
th a t in 1826 he  m arried A nna D ubeld  by w hom  he had three 
sons an d  a d au g h ter, and , after a num ber o f “escapades” , took 
his a b ru p t leave from  B erne in the  spring o f 1834, eventually  
arriv ing  in St. L ouis. T h e  following th ree  or four years w ere 
s p e n t d rifting  ab o u t the  W est, jo in ing an em igran t party to 
O reg o n  and sailing to H onolu lu , Sitka, and finally arriving in 
San F rancisco  in 1839. Shortly  the reafte r S u tte r received a grant 
to b eg in  his colony “ N ew  H elv e tia” in the Sacram ento Valley.

S u tte r ’s en erg y  and  am bition  w ere soon rew arded by the 
early  success o f  his new  C alifornian estate . L and  was cleared, 
irrigating  d itch es  w ere dug, grain was sown, orchards and vin
eyards w ere  p lan ted  and a fortified “ post” was soon erected . 
S u tte r  was a d e leg a te  to the  convention w hich drafted  the  first 
s ta te  co n s titu tio n , and was a cand ida te for the  governorship in 
th e  s ta te ’s first e lection .

T h e  d iscovery  o f gold, how ever, began a gradual decline in 
S u tte r ’s fo rtunes. H e  left his Sacram ento  fort for H ocks Farm  in 
Y uba C o u n ty  w here  h e  began a long, and u ltim ately  unsuccess
fu l, cam paign  to receive com pensation  for the  loss o f his land 
g ran ts. H e  d ied  in 1881 in L ancaster C ounty, Pennsylvania, 
fru s tra te d  in his dealings w ith the  governm ent b u t rem em bered  
by  h isto ry  for his im portan t, b u t unw illing role in the  California 
G old  R ush.
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W hile the new discovery m eant riches for many, Sutter de
scribed it in these terms in 1857.

“W hat a great misfortune was this sudden gold 
discovery for me! All my great plans were de
stroyed. Had I succeeded with my mills and man
ufactories for a few years before the gold was 
discovered, I should have been the richest citizen 
on the Pacific shore; but it had to be different.
Instead of being rich, I am ruined.”

H is tannery, flour mill, saw mill and all his other “mechanical 
trades” languished and fell into disrepair when his workers, 
alm ost to a man, left their tools and took off for the new El 
Dorado. H e him self made a brief effort at mining but “ the 
expedition  proved to be a heavy loss” . Following this experi
ence, he decided to have no more to do with this gold affair and 
so left his fort and moved to Hocks Farms, near present-day 
Yuba City.
Sutter’s M ill” . Charles Nahl
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A  Contem porary V iew  of the Sutter’s Mill Site. T h e  arrow indicates 
w here the  original mill was located. T h e  tailings from dredge operations 
have turned the m odern river o u t o f its old bed.

Mile 5.9 “T he Last C hance”
John Nicholson, one of the discoverers of the Last Chance 

M ine, shared in the $90,000 worth of gold that was first found 
here in 1862. T h e  story goes that three miners were ready to 
give up on the place w hen a Sacramento firm staked them  with 
supplies. T h ey  resum ed mining, struck it rich, and called the 
claim appropriately enough, “ Last Chance” .
Mile 6.1 Tunnel Bend

T h e  river begins a turn to the left here and then cuts back on 
itself in an oxbow about Wz miles long. T o  the miners looking 
for ways to divert the water out of its bed the turn suggested an 
am bitious plan; and, in July, 1850, a group of them  banded 
together to form the South Fork T unnel Company, headed by 
John T . L ittle. O ne hundred men labored for almost a year 
cu tting  a w ater level shaft —  six feet wide, seven feet high — 
through the granite hill below Coloma.
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W hen the m en were finally able to turn the river out of its 
bed, the  diggings turned out to be an expensive dissappoint- 
m en t and a flood soon caused the South Fork T unnel Co. to 
close up operations.
Mile 5.6-9 Dredging

T h e  depression era brought a resurgence of interest in placer 
gold m ining. Wages and material costs were down, new extrac
tion technology existed, and men were out of work. T h e  three 
factors com bined to create a mini-rush back to the M other Lode 
for a look at w hat the Forty-Niners had left.

O ne of this new breed of miners formed a dredging operation 
tha t w orked up and down the river from Coloma to Lotus. T he 
dredge was described as a “ Doodlebug rig,” a barge with a 
generator powered sluice box that was floated within a man- 
m ade reservoir scooped out of the river bottom and attached by 
cable to the banks.

A dragline operated bucket collected and deposited gravel 
loads into a hopper that sorted out the gold. T h e  entire opera
tion was moved from time to time as the gravel played out.
For six years one company, known as the General Land and 
M ining Co. worked this stretch of river. W hether they ever

A  “Doodle-bug Dredge”. From the 1920’s
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struck it rich or not is a m atter for speculation. Landowners of 
the  period report that the dredgers would never let on how they 
w ere doing.

Mile 6.4 and 6.5 Little Gambler 
and Gambler Greeks

T h e  ex ten t to which this section of the river was originally 
inhabited  by the Forty-N iners is evident in the profusion of 
nam es given to nearly every creek and gulch. Witness these two 
small drainages on the right.
Mile 7.0 Old Scary

T h e  river bends abruptly to the left and approaches the rapid 
“ Old Scary” . Originally the river’s course was more direct, 
gradually bending over a quarter of a mile, but the Forty-Niners 
d iverted  it into an artificial channel were the river still flows 
today. T h e  original bed shows the overgrown scars of placer and 
pocket m ining, and is now a campground.

Mile 7.7 Cem etary
A C hinese burial grounds once existed on the hill above the 

road. T h e  graves were em ptied and the remains taken back to 
C hina w hen the last o f the Asian miners left for their homeland.

Mile 7.8 Sawmill Site
O n the left is the former site of the Stearns and Chapman Co. 

sawmill —  next to Su tter’s, the oldest in the area. T h e  demand 
for lum ber outstripped production in the early 1850’s and for a 
tim e the mills were charging, and getting, $500.00 per 
thousand board feet.

Mile 7.9 Lotus Bridge
Portions of cem ent piers and steel bar are the only evidence 

o f the  old Lotus Bridge that was first erected in 1850. From 
1881 to 1917 it was the only wagon crossing between Salmon 
Falls and Placerville.

In the m id-60’s Highway 49 was realigned and the old Lotus 
Bridge was dem olished by Caltrans.

56



T h e C hinese in the Goldfields

U nquestionably the most distinctive of the foreign 
groups to work the California gold fields were the 
C hinese. U nderstanding how and why they arrived in 
such num bers (20,000 through San Francisco in 1852 
alone) is helped by a little familiarity with conditions in 
C hina at the tim e.

In 1850, C hina was a vast collection of separately 
governed districts. T h e  political picture was an ever shift
ing pattern  of alliances made and broken betw een dis
tricts, w ith a good deal o f economic hardship the results 
for a large percentage of the population. In addition, a 
revolutionary m ovem ent was gathering strength against 
the  M anchu dynasty, who for 200 years had ruled over the 
political patchwork of China.

Against this background of political turmoil and eco
nom ic hardship the news of gold and good wages in 
America excited a great deal o f interest. Particularly in the 
Pearl River D elta, the area around Canton where sea 
voyages w ere nothing extraordinary, there were many 
w ho looked upon a sojourn to California as an adventure 
and a good opportunity to better their status at home.

Such an a ttitude reflects the major difference between 
the C hinese and many of the other ethnic groups that 
cam e to m ake their fortunes. T h e  Chinese never really 
left hom e; they took it with them . T hey  organized dozens 
o f little  “Chinatow ns” throughout the M otherlode where 
they  k e p t their language, appearance and customs intact. 
T h e ir  in tention  was not to settle down, but rather to work 
hard, gather up some savings, and finally to return home 
to family and m otherland. And for the vast majority of 
them , th a t’s exactly what happened.
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T h e  town of Lotus sits back from the left bank.

“ M arshall” was the name originally given to the mining camp 
that sprang up on the site in 1850; later that was changed to 
“ U niontow n” to honor California’s admission as the 31st state. 
W hen the townspeople applied for a post office in 1881, it was 
discovered that the name was already taken. George E. 
G allaner, the first postmaster, suggested “Lotus” because it 
seem ed to him the inhabitants of the town were about as 
easy-going as H om er’s fabled “ lotus-eaters” .

L otus w ent through the same precipitous rise and fall back in 
the  1850’s and 60’s as did Coloma. From a peak of 2,000 
transients in 1850 to a steady 20 families or so by 1900.
T h e  Bassi, W agner and Herzig families —  all of whom grew up 
by the little riverside village —  share their memories:

“ Everyone raised their own vegetables and all 
their fruit. We just bought our staples, like flour 
and sugar, at the stores. We made our own cheese 
and bu tter, salami, sauerkraut and wine ...w e 
packed m eat in lard and smoked all our ham and 
bacon in the sm okehouse. We had beef cattle and 
m ilk cows. We hunted for deer, rabbit, squirrels, 
and som etim es we w ent fishing for suckers and 
pike at old Chesapeake.

Mostly we w ent to school and worked when we 
got hom e. T h e  chores were lined up and that’s all 
there was to do. In the summer, we put bells on all 
the cows and herded them  up to our property in 
the Sierras. T here  were all kinds of meadows for 
the animals to graze. And when we left in the fall, 
we stocked food in the cabins and left the places 
open, just in case hunters or travellers got caught 
in a storm.

Entertainm ent? Well, we played baseball at the 
ballfield in Lotus. We had picnics on M other’s

Mile 8.2 Lotus
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“Entertainm ent?.. .  Well, w e played baseball at the 
ballfield in Lotus. We had picnics on Mothers’ Day,
M ay D ay, and the Fourth o f July.” H erb and A1 Herzig 
in a 1917 Reo, L o tu s’s first truck.

Day, May Day and the Fourth of July. Everybody 
in town who w anted to come was invited. T here 
w eren’t any phones or telegraphs then. I rem em 
ber the fight betw een Jim Jeffrey and Jack John
son in Reno, one Fourth of July. O ne fellow rode 
all the way to Placerville to find out how it turned 
out.

W e w ent to dances with our parents at Schultz’s 
(Sierra Nevada House II), and danced the fox trot 
and waltz to the orchestra music. We saw our 
grandparents every Sunday afternoon. And as 
soon as anybody new would move to town, every
one w ent over to visit them . We were glad to see 
anybody move here.
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W illiam H. Valentine first hom esteaded the property now 
know n as Cam p Lotus in D ecem ber 1868. President Andrew 
Johnson was in office.

V alentine planted his 160 acre piece in grapes, pears and 
peaches. H e sold a portion of it to Albert Herzig in 1907.

In, 1939, the General Land and M ining Co. contracted with 
A lbert for mineral rights to his riverbank. T hey  proceeded to 
dredge the area for two years, leaving thirty foot piles of rock on 
H erzig’s riverbank.

T h e  El Dorado C ounty D epartm ent of Roads removed most 
o f the tailings in 1961 and levelled the rem ainder into a private 
access road.

“T h a t’s w hen our troubles started,” Herzig remembers, 
“ w ith a good road down to a nice picnic spot, you couldn’t keep 
the  public o u t.”

H erbert and Marcella Herzig, who had inherited the 55 acre 
ranch, applied for the Riverview Park Campground perm it in 
the late 60’s. T h e  property changed hands again in 1976 to 
becom e present-day Camp Lotus.

Mile 9.4
A shallow area marks an old ford where travellers frequently 

crossed the river to avoid the toll bridge at Lotus. It was known 
at the  tim e as W hite’s Ford.

Mile 10.0 Wagner Ranch
T h e  Jessie Franklin W agner Ranch used to front the river on 

the  left here. Its nineteen hundred acres included nearly a mile 
of riverfront and was partially bought with the profits of a quartz 
m ine that Frank and John W agner first discovered in 1885.

F rank’s son George rem em bers the early days of the W agner 
Q uartz Mine:

It was a four foot wide ledge of quartz that came 
out of the ground. T here  was a steam-powered 
engine to work the machinery and they just fol
lowed this ledge into the hillside. T hey  only had

Mile 9.0 Gamp Lotus
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candles for lights, but they found $ 10,000 worth of 
gold in six months!

T h ey  never worked the mine on a steady basis 
though. In 1906 my Uncle John sunk a 110 foot 
deep  shaft with a 175 foot lateral drift (tunnel). He 
was trying to get at the whole ledge of quartz gold, 
bu t the shaft and tunnel were way below the vein.
It was a real failure and he w ent broke. He had to 
go back to teaming, hauling freight by horse and 
wagon.

T h e n  in 1913, my father took a notion to go 
back into it. H e sunk another shaft 80 feet deep 
with an 80 foot horizontal drift off it. T hey  tim 
bered the tunnel to hold the walls out and the 
ceiling up. T h e  used carbide lights ... and they 
only m ined in the spring and the summer. It was 
just too w et o ther than that.
.. .T h e re  was a real staggered distribution of 
quartz that had big chunks of roscolite in it. It was 
w ithin the black mineral that you could easily see 
the concentrated gold. It was a lot of work to hoist 
all that rock out of the shaft using a gas engine for 
power. By golly, though, within six months of 
starting to m ine in 1913, my dad and uncle struck 
it rich! T h ey  made over $10,000! I rem em ber one 
brick that weighed thirteen pounds. T h a t was a 
lot o f m oney back then.

Mile 9 .4 -1 1 .0
T h e  riverfront acreage here is owned by the Bacchi family, 

one of the largest landholders in the valley.
T h e  ranch was started by William Bacchi, a Swiss immigrant 

who came with the original wave of gold seekers in 1849, but, 
like m any of the Forty-Niners, he soon turned to other pursuits 
less colorful, but a bit more reliable than gold panning.

By 1861 Bacchi had w inter pasture fora herd of dairy cattle in 
the South Fork valley and had hom esteaded summer range in 
the  Sierras.
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A son, H enry, was born to him in 1879. T h e  younger Bacchi 
carried on the family business, hom esteading acreage near 
L otus and raising cattle for beef. His son —  Francis, recalls 
w hat early ranching was like along the South Fork.

“W e cleared thousands and thousands of acres 
o f land. We girdled a lot of trees. We used a pole 
ax to chop all the bark off the base of the tree.
W hen the trees died a year later, we cut them  all 
down, and the roots rotted. We ran over five hun
dred goats in there to eat back any suckers. This 
way we m ade winter pasture for our cows, but we 
never planted any grass. We just got the shade off 
the ground and let the sun hit it and nature took 
over. T h e  fillory, burr clover, and soft chess stem 
grass grew tall. . .”

In 1952 the Bacchi ranch totalled some 13,000 acres between 
Salm on Falls and the Sierras. Since then, however, govern
m en t projects at Folsom and Stum py Meadows have reduced 
their holdings.
William Bacchi
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Mile 10.6
Rapid form ed by resistant ledges of granite and stranded 

boulders.

Mile 11.1
Rapid formed by a gravel bar accumulated over a resistant 

granite ledge.

Mile 11.5 Greenwood Greek 
Mile 11.9

A shallow area here was once called Hawk’s Ford.

Mile 12.0
A stream  flow gauging station is maintained here by the 

U nited  States Geological Survey. T h e  cable and car enable a 
w orker to m ake precise m easurem ents of the river channel.

Mile 12.3
T h e  river enters a new geologic zone called the “Sierra 

Foothills M elange” . “M elange” means, literally, “a m ixture” . 
And the rock in this area is indeed well-mixed: fine-grained 
chert, dark greenstone, and dark speckled gabbro. All were 
originally ocean bottom  sedim ent, compressed, heated and 
crushed to the point where they have been changed (“m eta
m orphosed” ) into different rocks.

Mile 12.5 Hastings Greek
T h e  flat on the right was formerly known as D utch Bar. A 

green band of serpentite is downstream on the same side.
Mile 12.7

T h e  river turns to flow southeast, parallel to fault lines in the 
m elange bedrock.
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Mile 12.9
O ne F .C .N ig ley  arrived at the South Fork placer diggings in 

A ugust, 1849, and, after a variety of experiences, joined to
ge th er with a group of other miners to dam and divert the river 
at this point.

Mr. N igley, a native of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, kept a 
rem arkable journal of his days in California, from which the 
following section is excerpted:
A ugust 9, 1849

This town is now called Colloma and is the County Seat of E l 
Dorado County .. .found here an immense no. of miners, among them 
two Polish Mssrs. who got here yesterday. Quite a smart town here. 
Nearly every house is a store. The prices are at present: Flour, 50 cts. 
p er i lb., Bacon I dollar and all other things in proportion. Boarding 
$28 per week.
A ugust 10

dug and washed all day and only got 2©  dollars worth. Not 
enough to board one.
August 11

today two others with myself bought a washer or rocker. Paid 4 oz. 
fo r  it and went to washing out gold with it. got about $16 worth. It 
costs at least 2©  per day to buy your provision and cook it yourself and 
sleep under the trees.
August 12

worked out a little better than yesterday, not much.
A ugust 14

today got $8 worth each, on last Sunday 11th wrote to my wife. 
A ugust 15

worked hard and only got about $1 worth each and became a good 
deal discuraged.
A ugust 16

today got 22$ worth of dust fo r 3 
Sept. 15

Prospected down the River and found a place to dam the river 7 
miles down that I  think isfar better than the other one up the river, but 
on discussing the matter over, came to the conclusion, that it was too 
late in the fa ll to dam the river this year, so wrote out andposted notices 
of our claim to this portion of the river and decided to lookfora place in
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the Dry Diggins, where we could work during the winter and then put 
in our dam when the river was low enough in the summer.
July 1st, 1850

Left the others working our claim and took Patterson and went to 
work in another claim up to the 16th. Donevery well-averaged $33 per 
day. But the river has fallen low enough, so that we should commence 
our dam. We cleaned our claim. Put what property we did not take 
down with us into the cabin. Wmt seven miles to Coloma and down the 
South Fork 7 miles to our bar and we named it Butter Bar. other 
companies were trying to jump our darning claim so often that we had 
to send two men to maintain possession, and it cost us considerable. 
The name o f the co. going into the dam, F. G. Wegely, 1.0. Patterson, 
P.Bergan, J.Beiber, M.Pierson, S.S.Beatty, Wm. J. Stewart, M. 
Mechling, John Chamberlain, Frank Gerbode, Thos. I. Tadbrook. I  
had bought the interest of the 12th man Greib out. so that I  had two 
shares, hiring a man to work forme.
Aug. 1 st-

Spent all the lastpart of July working on the dam or rather the race 
fo r  the dam and during all the month of aug. continued ourselves and 
hired a ll the hands that we could get at $6 per day on the race and 
getting out fo r the dam on the 10th.
Aug-Sept.

...a ll the lastpart o f this month we worked at our dam andfinished 
it on the 17th o f Sept, 1850. From that day to the 24th had seven good 
days work in the bed of the river. Thefirst days yield was $364 worth of 
gold. 2nd day $624.3rd day, $990. 4thday, $1516. 5th day, $2511. 
Sixth day $4250. Seventh day $6600. total takeout of our darning 
claim was $16,855 and our total expenses were fo r wages, provi
sion... and all other was $11,460. leaving a profit of$5855. being 12 
shares made per share $448. clear profit and as 1 had two weeks 
previously bought out Gerbode and Tadbrook 1 held 4 shares. A ll 
agreed to defer the reputting in of our dam until next summer and that 
we would go back to the dry diggingsfor the winter and come back and 
p u t the dam in again next summer, but as hadpromised my wife that I  
would not stay away more than 2 years concluded to start for Pgh.
(Pittsburgh).

... Our dam held the longest against theflood, but about 2 o'clock the 
large logs o f the dam at Dutch bar which was built on the sameplace as 
ours, came down. Stuck ours and took it away. Some very bad 
language was used about that time.
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S ep t. 25, 1850
Startedfor Penn, fully intending to bring my wife back with me to be 

at putting in the dam again next Spring.......

Riverbed Mining. A typical operation o f the  1850’s. N ig ley  doesn’t 
m ention the use o f waterwheels, b u t th ey  w ere qu ite  com m on as means 
to pum p seepage or m ove debris around.

Mile 13.6
Sharp right hand bend, just above a drainage called Clark’s 

C reek. O n the right side cliff are examples of hard greenstone 
knobs in a flattened rounded shape geologists refer to as “pil
low ed” . Such a form is created when hot, semi-fluid lava settles 
onto an ocean floor.
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Mile 13.7
T h e  black, shiny rock on the right is a mineral known as 

serpendnite .

Mile 13.8 Old Chesapeake
Forty-N iners blasted channels all through this area, turned 

the  river from its course and washed the riverbed gravel through 
sluice and rocker box. Known as “Old C hesapeake,” the deep 
holes becam e the favorite swimming spots for the Jessie Frank- 
lin W agner family around the turn of the century.

Mile 13.9 C onvict Rock
T h e  granite boulder just off the left bank was named “Con

vict Rock” in late July of 1903 when Lotus storekeeper Chris 
U lhenkam p spotted the clothes of thirteen Folsom Prison es
capees spread all over it.

At the same tim e, the National Guard, which had been called 
ou t in the hun t for the thirteen, were only a few miles away, at 
the W agner place. George, who was only four at the time, 
rem em bers:

Blue uniforms with big white stripes down the 
side of the pan ts... and brass on their caps. T hey  
m arched up to the house and stacked their guns.
You know how they pile their guns, like a teepee.
T h ey  left one man to guard them , while my 
m other fixed food for all of them . She sent my 
sister and I down to the chicken house and told us 
to get every egg we could find. T hey  ate every
thing!

W ithin six m onths, six of the men were recaptured, tried, 
and convicted of killing a guard —  a crime for which all six were 
hung.

T h e  gang leader, “ Red Shirt” Gordon, together with the 
o ther six, were never found.

Mile 15.0 Lolly-pop Tree
T h e  signal for the approach of the lower gorge is visible on a 

dow nstream  hilltop.
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Mile 15.4 Burnt Shanty Creek
Mile 15.5 N orton Ravine

T h is  drainage follows a major fault called the Bear Mountains 
fault zone. An early mining camp known as Rock Bridge for
m erly existed here.

Mile 15.6
T h e  Albion Co. ran a flume and ditch wheel operation on this 

flat similar to the one pictured here.

Mile 15.8 F ow ler’s Rock
N am ed after Je ff Fowler, a boatman who once made a m em 

orable, bu t unscheduled stop here. T h e  boulders are of green
stone and chert. T his is the first rapid of the gorge.

Mile 16.0
T h e  river cuts through the Bear M ountain fault zone and 

encounters the hardest rock yet: amphibolite and chert. T he  
am phibolite is highly m etam orphosed ocean bottom sedim ent, 
sub jected  to intense pressure and tem perature.

Mile 16.0 T he Gorge and the Am erican River 
Land and Lumber Company

T h e  river narrows at this point as it begins to drop into a 3 
mile gorge w ith steep granite banks and a constricted channel. 
It was in this section during the years 1891-1899 that river 
drovers working for the American River Land and Lum ber 
C om pany used tons of black powder in an effort to clear a 
channel for tim ber felled on the Georgetown Divide and 
floated from a point several miles upstream of Chili Bar.

T h e ir  efforts were destined to fail, as one of the early workers 
co m m en ted :“ ...th a t river just couldn’t be drove.” But the ten 
years and one million dollars they expended in trying makes for 
a story worth retelling.
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T h e  G eorgetown Divide is a ridge running westward from 
L ake T ahoe to the Central Valley, separating the drainage of 
the South Fork of the American from that of the Middle Fork. 
Around the turn of the century, its outstanding forest began 
attracting the attention of lum berm en, one of whom called it: 
“T h e  finest growth of sugar pine of any section of the state; 
trees growing up to eight and ten feet being quite com m on.”

U nfortunately, the area is very rugged and at the time was a 
considerable distance above the nearest railway line. It was, as 
the journal “Pacific Coast Wood and Iron” put it in 1889, 
“ quite  inaccessible.”

O ne man, however, thought he had the key. Horatio Gates 
L iverm ore was an immigrant from New England where lumber 
com panies had been driving tim ber down rivers for years, and 
with great success. T here  was no need to build expensive 
flum es or spur lines when nature provided a ready-made 
highway.

An early survey of the river seem ed to indicate no insur
m ountable problems, although a dam would have to be con
structed  near the town of Folsom to create a holding pond at the 
end of the run. In 1866 Livermore first began construction, but 
it w asn’t until more than twenty years later, after he had 
arranged with the state to use prison labor, that real progress 
began. B etw een 1888 and 1893 the convicts pu t in 520,000 
m an-days building a dam 89 feet high and 450 feet across the 
top. It backed water up for a distance of four miles.

In addition, they constructed a granite canal around the dam 
designed to carry logs to the mill pond and water to an electric 
generting  plant. T h e  same plant, incidentally, operated con
tinuously from 1895 to 1952.

O nce the dam was well underway, Livermore began forming 
his tim ber company, the American River Land and Lum ber 
Co, and set his sights on the Georgetown Divide.

O ver the w inter of 1891, the first cutting took place. T he  
tim ber was transported with the help of immense cattle pow
ered trucks and a temporary chute was constructed down Slab 
C reek , a tributary entering the South Fork upstream of Chili 
Bar.
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O nce into the water, the logs were “herded” downsteam by 
river drovers, most o f whom came from Canada, “ ...fine men, 
all over six feet and tough. T hey  were hard working, hard 
drinking m en .”

E d M orton, one of those so described, talks about his experi
ences on the very first run:

W hen the first boat started on the first log drive,
I was in it at one oar, an Indian boy at another, and 
a Swede at the back of the boat with a pike pole.
T h e  Swede got his pole caught betw een some 
rocks w hen the boat was right opposite the mouth 
of the log chute. T h e  crazy Swede couldn’t get the 
pole loose and w ouldn’t let go. I was pulling for all 
I was worth on the oar. T h e  Indian told me to be 
careful, that w e’d be sunk if I broke an oar. I said,
“W ell, let me hit that crazy Swede over the head 
w ith it, th e n .” About that time the current pulled 
the pole out of the Sw ede’s hads and the boat 
w ent on down and we beached it. Just then a 
string of logs roared down the chute into the river.

T h ey  lost a lot of boats in that rocky river bed.
Usually they took them  down the narrow places 
with snub ropes handled by men on the shore. But 
one Indian from Canada was really handy with a 
boat. H e got to drinking and took the boat down 
the rapids by the swinging bridge (at the site of the 
present Old M osquito Road bridge) at flood stage 
w ithout hitting a rock. All the time he was singing 
and shrieking at the top of his voice.

T h e  trickiest section of the river was found at the gorge and 
at Salmon Falls; not only did the falls themselves have to be 
negotiated , bu t a small diversion dam operated by the Natomas 
W ater and M ining Co. as well.

T h a t spring of 1891, the first year of operation, some 
2,000,000 board feet o f tim ber were started, but only 700,000 
reached the holding dam. T h e  rest were stranded at Salmon 
Falls and above. It was hardly an auspicious beginning, and, in 
fact, there  was talk of building a railway around the falls and
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gorge, or possibly a flume, but it remained only talk. Instead, 
boulders were blasted out of the narrows in an effort to open up 
the constrictions.

M eanw hile, at the head of the run, twelve miles of 3 foot 
gauge rail was brought from San Francisco to bring the logs from 
the interior out to the head of the chute. At the bottom, a small 
“ splash dam ” was built to enable the men to send a sudden 
surge of w ater downsteam to “splash” jammed logs over 
obstructions.

T h e  supervisor, Colonel Cum m ins, announced enthusiasti
cally in the sum m er of 1891: “ I am up to my ears in business; in 
fact, I am buried. T h ere  is tim ber enough to keep us logging for 
th ree  or four years. T his is good news and victory already 
perches on our Sugar Pine Banner.” Perhaps.

T h e  next season started well enough. Warm rains in April 
raised the river enough to start the drive, the Placerville Moun
tain Democrat reported: “We get word that the river at Chili Bar 
is full o f tim ber. T h e  w eather, however, has turned a little 
cooler and the rain ceasing may check the rise of water for some 
tim e, bu t the snow is in the mountains and m ust come dow n.”

It d id , in fact, finally come down. But over the course of a 
very cool spring, and very slowly. Once again, most of the logs 
never m ade it past Salmon Falls. Those that did, however, 
w ere trapped by the new boom built just above the holding 
dam . C onstructed out o f solid cem ent piers and steel cable, it 
was, in the words of the Sacramento Union, “ ...sufficient to 
support any strain that m ight be put upon it.” One shouldn’t 
always believe w hat one reads in the newspapers, though, and, 
in D ecem ber of that year, the boom broke in the midst of a 
huge storm , sending hundreds of thousands of board feet over 
the top of the dam.

W hether or not Colonel Cum m ins ever got the chance to 
unbury him self is never made clear because shortly after this 
ev en t we read, “Colonel Cum m ins has been superseded as 
S u p erin ten d an to f the American River Land and Lum ber C o.”

T h e  owners were not ones to give up easily however. T h a t 
sum m er each of the shareholders were assessed a $15 per share 
fee and a new, perm anent chute was built on the hill above the
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m outh of Slab C reek at a cost of some $60,000. It stretched 
steeply  down to the river for 2900 feet at a 30 degree incline.

O ne w itness described the trip made by logs down the chute 
as follows:

“An engine (steam donkey) at the head of the 
chute hauls the logs by means of wire rope from 
the railways in groups of five to eight, and as they 
reach the verge of the hill, their speed is consider
ably accelerated; and after passing 100 feet or so 
down the chute, they vanish in a cloud of smoke 
caused by their friction in the chute, a rumbling, 
whizzing sound following them  for several sec
onds and the final plunge into the river being 
distinctly heard a distance of a mile back from the 
canyon.”

T h e  drive of 1893-94 was another disappointm ent, but the 
following season was an especially high water year and a near 
success. Buoyed by this experience, the main mill at Folsom — 
the first all-electric sawmill in the world - was pushed to com
pletion. M eanw hile, up on the Divide, the cutting continued 
unabated . After another mediocre floating season, the crews 
had accum ulated 20 million board feet of prime sugar pine at 
the head of the Slab Creek chute, ready for the trip to Folsom.

T h e  loggers waited anxiously for the w inter rains to begin, 
and w hen they did, the first of the 20 million was started. T he 
rains continued and the logs stranded from previous years 
floated free, over the falls and into the boom. T h e  basin was 
filling fast and it appeared that the long gamble was finally 
paying off. M eanwhile it continued to rain. And rain.

On M arch 25, 1899, the boom broke again, sending more 
than three million board feet over the dam and downstream — 
som e as far as Rio Vista, more than 50 miles away.

It was the final blow. T h e  American River Land and Lum ber 
Co. was sold to its creditors. Horatio Gates Livermore never 
saw the end, having died in 1879, but his sons, to whom the 
enterprise had passed, managed to absorb the loss and indeed 
w en t on to help establish the Livermores as one of Northern 
California’s foremost families.
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Mile 16.6
T h e  walls are black amphibolite. Tailings on the right are 

from an early mine site.

Mile 16.8
T h e  large pool indicates the presence of a fault zone. T he  

orange outcroppings on the right are serpentinite.

Mile 16.9 Lost H at (Satan’s Cesspool)
T h e  ledges are of amphibolite.

L ost H at Rapids. U nder marginal control.
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Boats on the South Fork

Very likely the earliest boaters on the South Fork were the 
river drovers o f the American River Land and Lum ber Com
pany of 1891 through 1899. Negotiating the South Fork gorge 
today may seem  challenging; but herding thousands of logs 
through the same passages while poling a fifteen foot wooden 
scow was very likely a whole different experience.

W ith the introduction of inflatables and canvas covered fold- 
boats after the Second World War, it was inevitable that a few 
w hitew ater pioneers would try the stretch of river from Chili 
Bar to Folsom in the new craft; and by 1951 there are a few early 
reports o f just such attem pts. James W hite, for one, recalls 
taking a foldboat from Coloma to Lotus in the spring of 1951.

John  Jastraub, o f Sacramento, was another early river runner, 
and, along with Jim W hite, a part of a group called the Sac
ram ento W hite W ater Kayak Klub. T h e  group sponsored trips 
on the  Sacram ento and lower forks of the American primarily in 
foldboats, bu t also in open canoes.

Jastraub rem em bers running the Chili Bar to Coloma 
stretch , as well as the “gorge” to Folsom, both in 1955. He used 
an open alum inum  canoe and did occasional portages.

T h e  South Fork continued to be run, although quite infre
quently , through the late 50’s and up to 1961 when fibreglass 
kayaks began to m ake their appearance. In 1963, Bryce 
W hitm ore ran the first commercial raft trip on the South Fork, 
and soon the Sierra C lub River T ouring Section was using the 
river regularly from Chili Bar down.

It w asn’t until 1971, however, that large numbers of people 
began to visit the river, mostly with the help of river trip 
outfitters.

T oday , in 1981, the South Fork sees more than 100,000 visi
tors every sum m er and has become the most popular w hite
w ater river in the West.

South Fork Boatmen of 1898.
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Mile 18.0 Weber Greek
W eber C reek  enters on the left. T h e  creek was named for 

C harles M. W eber, a native of Germany who set up a camp 
along the creek in the sum m er of 1848. U nder W eber’s employ, 
some 1,000 Indians brought him $50,000 worth of gold from 
diggins on the South Fork, M okelum ne, and Stanislaus Rivers.

Charles M. Weber was born in 1814 in Steinwender, Germany. His father was a school superintendant from a family of Protestant ministers. It was assumed Charles would 
follow in the family's professional tradition, but early on he "overstrained" his mind in his studies and opted for a career in business.Soon after he reached the age of 22, the allure of America proved too attractive for the young German, and he took passage to the New World in 1836. After a bout with yellow fever in New Orleans, some wanderings, and a vague involvement with the revolution in Texas, Weber found himself in St. Louis in 1841 where the air was buzzing with the talk of California. Once again the chance for adventure proved irresistable and Charles joined up with a part of emigrants led by John Bartleson.Bartleson kept a detailed journal of the events of the trip. The group was the first emigrant party to attempt the Sierras and they did it -  mistakenly -  over Ebbet's Pass and through the drainage of the Stanislaus, a route which others that followed very wisely avoided. Their journey ended in October 1841.
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After a short time at New Helvetia with John Sutter, Weber made his way down to San Jose where he was soon 
involved in a couple of successful business ventures. Shortly thereafter, Weber set about obtaining a landgrant from the Spanish government; and after some difficulty, finally obtained the Rancho Francesces, seven leagues of land now the site of the city of Stockton.Weber didn't begin to settle into his new estate though until 1847, the intervening years being taken up with business, and then the War with Mexico. Finally, almost six years after having received the grant, Weber began the process of building a town in the wilderness of the San Joaquin valley.March 1, 1848. Weber was on a visit to Sutter's New Helvetia from his rancho when he heard of the gold discovery at the mill. He immediately returned to begin setting up the Stockton Mining Co., a collection of Mexicans and settlers whom he soon led to the streams south of the American. After several unsuccessful efforts, the little group finally began showing some results along the 
Mokelumne and shortly after that established themselves downstream of Sutter's Mill, on the South Fork of the 
American, by the mouth of a small creek. They found excellent diggings here and moved up the stream a few miles to take better advantage of them. The little encampment they established here became known as Weberville and was a stop of California's first governor on his tour of the wondrous new goldfields in July 1848.At about the same time, some of the Indians whom Weber had hired to collect gold for him returned from the Stanislaus River with the first samples of large, coarse nugget gold. Many of the original Stockton Mining Co. members hurried off to find these new diggings and their names have become a part of California's history in such places as Angel's Camp, Murphy's, Sullivan's Bar, and Wood's Creek.By September of 1848, Weber had dissolved his company and returned to the business of founding Stockton, as he was now calling his rancho. He chose the name to honor an American military officer Thomas Stockton, who had saved his life during the war.Within two years Stockton was a bustling little community, the "gateway to the southern mines" and Charles A. Weber "one of California's notable, wealthiest personalities."
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Mile 18.0
Site of an 1850 sawmill, operated by W.B. Skellinger. 

Pinchem Tight
Actual gold dust becam e currency in 1848, a “pinch” sup

posedly equalling a dollar. O ften the storekeeper, insisting on 
doing the pinching, would w et his thum b and forefinger, 
p lunge his hand into the m iner’s pouch, and come up with a 
generous helping. T h e  warning, “Pinch ’em tight” was heard 
com ing ou t of Conrad E tzel’s store so often that the camp 
located near W eber C reek soon became known by it.

W eb erv ille . An 1850 rendering.

Mile 18.6 Hospital Bar Rapids 
Mile 18.7 - 19.2 Headwaters of 
F olsom  Reservoir
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Folsom  D am . Begun in 1948, and com pleted in 
1956, Folsom  was severely tested  by the D ecem ber 
1955 flood and then  again in 1964 w hen Hell Hole 
D am  failed on the  M iddle Fork of the American. In 
bo th  cases the  structure  prevented  serious dow n
stream  flooding.
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Mile 20.5 Salm on Falls Bridge
T h e  drainage on the right is Skunk Canyon, site of the river 

trip take-out.

Mile 22.0 N atom as Dam
Buried beneath  the Folsom reservoir are the remains of the 

old N atom as Dam, built by prison labor betw een 1868 and 
1893. T h is  is the diversion dam built for irrigation purposes that 
used to obstruct Horatio Liverm ore’s tim ber drives.

Mile 23.0 Salmon Falls
T h e  se ttlem en t of Salmon Falls drew its name from a twenty 

foot falls a small ways downstream of the townsite. T here  was 
an effort around the turn of the century to blast the falls clear, in 
order to allow the salmon to go further upstream to spawn, but 
the a ttem p t ended  in failure.

Salm on Falls survived its tum ultuous gold rush beginnings 
and eventually  settled into small town respectability — a quiet, 
rural village with a one-room schoolhouse in 1935.

Lois Kelley, a former resident, recalls sum m ertim es in the 
little to w n :.

“W e used to float in the Natomas flume, inside 
it. T h e  ditch tender would walk on top and you 
always had to watch that he didn’t catch you. It 
was really sw ift...you couldn’t stand up in it. You 
sort o f got in it and whoosh! You were through!”

In 1952 the Federal G overnm ent purchased the entire town 
as a part o f the right of way for the soon-to-be-completed 
Folsom  Dam. Lois Kelly’s family re-settled in Brown’s Ravine, 
near Folsom. Salmon Falls, meanwhile, was razed and eventu
ally buried under the new reservoir.

M odem  Developm ent on the South Fork
By and large, the federal governm ent and the city of Sac

ram ento own the flow of the South Fork. Through its public 
utility the  Capitol extracts an averge of 1 billion kilowatt hours 
from the river each year by channelling it through a total of six

86



pow erplants, over some 65 river miles and through approxi
m ately 5400 feet of elevation drop.
T h e  w ater itself is stored by the Federal W ater and Power 
Resources Service in their Folsom Reservoir and distributed for 
city and farm use as far south as Fresno.

L oon Lake

C hinese  laborers  w ork  on the Loon L ake dam  in 1895.
T h e  Loon Lake reservoir is the oldest step in the 

S M U D  “Staircase of Powerplants” on the river. Originally 
bu ilt in the 1890’s by Chinese laborers displaced by the 
com pleted  transcontinental railway project, the dam was 
financed by the California W ater Company, one of the 
dozens of private utilities that had already laced the water
shed with flumes and canals from one end to the other. 
M ost o f these com panies w ent bankrupt when the mines 
began to play out, others were absorbed by publicly held 
utilities —  as in the case of the California W ater Company.

An unusual feature of the Loon Lake Reservoir is that it 
actually lies over the Georgetown Divide separating the 
M iddle and South Forks of the American. Until 1898, the 
w ater from Loon Lake descended through the Rubicon 
River into the American’s M iddle Fork. Since then, by 
the  constuction of the Gerle Creek ditch, its water has fed 
the  South Fork.



W ater F low s Downstream  o f Chili Bar
How m uch water can be found in the stretch of river between 

Chili Bar and Folsom Reservoir at any given m om ent is depen
d en t primarily on power generation needs, although policy is 
now starting to take into account recreational use of the river. 
T h e  two plants directly upstream of this stretch are Chili Bar 
and W hite Rock. T h e ir  coordinated schedule of operations 
determ ines downsteam  flow.

In general, and neglecting such factors as holiday week-ends 
or equ ipm en t breakdowns, the following schedule can be ex
pected  in the m id-sum m er, afer natural runoff has ceased to be 
a major factor.

NOTE: Sum m er flows of 1500-1700 cubic feet per second 
travel at approxim ately 2-4 miles per hour on the South Fork, 
and this should be borne in mind when looking at the schedule 
below which refers to the timing of releases at Chili Bar; (e.g. 
w ater released at Chili Bar at 8 a.m. will not reach Camp Lotus 
9 miles downsteam  until 12 noon, and it won’t make the 19 
miles to Folsom Reservoir until 3:30 —  4:00 p.m .). 
M O N D A Y : Early morning flows are low (approximately 250 
cubic feet per second) while the Chili Bar reservoir refills after 
the w eekend  with upstream  releases from W hite Rock. By mid 
to late morning, Chili Bar should begin to operate, releasing 
approxim ately 1500 cfs, the normal sum m ertim e high level. 
Typically the plant continues operations until 7 or 8 p.m . when 
power dem and begins to drop off. At that time, Chili Bar shuts 
down for the evening, and the water level drops to approxi
m ately 250 cfs.
T U E S D A Y - F R I D A Y : Chili Bar generally begins opera
tions by 8 in the morning and maintains them , with minor 
fluctuations, until approximately 6 p.m . Flow during this 
period should average 1500 cfs., sum m ertim e high. 
S A T U R D A Y /S U N D A Y : Lowered power needs over the 
w eekend affect the river’s flow significantly. On Saturdays, 
Chili Bar will generally operate, but on a shortened schedule 
and at a reduced capacity. (1200 cfs betw en 8 a.m. and 2 p.m. 
would be typical).

Sunday schedules are generally even shorter and flows even 
lighter; 9 a.m . —  2 p.m . and 800—  1000 cfs are average figures 
for Sunday.







THE STANISLAUS RIVER:
Mile by Mile

R esearched by Carol N elson



Exploration of the Stanislaus

A  Spanish frontiersman by the name of Gabriel Moraga, 
exploring the interior o f “Alta California” for possible mission 
sites was the first white man to see the Stanislaus River. T he  
date was O ctober 2, 1802 and the event was described by the 
expedition  scribe, Fray Pedro Munoz:

We came across another river, similar in size and 
clarity o f water to the former ones, but running in 
a m uch deeper canyon. It is bordered by an abund
ance of wild grapes, a bit o f torote and many ash 
trees. H ere we pitched cam p, and from our base 
proceeded to explore. W e nam ed this river 
“O ur Lady of G uadalupe” .

Moraga and his m en cam ped by their new discovery for four 
days, exploring its upper reaches. On the second day they came 
across an Indian village which Moraga called “T ualam ne” and 
which m odern historians guess to have been located not far 
upstream  of present-day Knights Ferry. According to Fray 
M unoz, the natives were dwelling in caves in the rocky cliffs, 
inaccessible except with the aid of ladders. D espite efforts 
m ade by the expedition missionaries, the Indians showed little 
willingness to come down and receive conversion. As a conse
quence, the group soon moved on, north, apparently as far as 
the Calaveras River, having made little impact on religious 
beliefs along the “ Rio G uadalupe” .

Moraga returned to th e“G uadalupe” six years later, this time 
w ith the purpose of recapturing “ neophytes” , coastal Indians 
who had fled Spanish missions. Again, the area was to prove 
frustrating, and the explorer confirmed his earlier, somewhat 
negative, impression of its suitability as a mission site. His 
journal entries are models of brevity:

“ 29th day of Septem ber. About Vz league we hit 
the G uadalupe River. T his is all for today.”
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T h e  following day he expanded a bit more.
“30th day of Septem ber. Today I set out explor
ing toward the sierra. I reached the foot o f it, but 
nothing desirable was found except a few 
meadows. T h is  is all for today.”

W hile this 1808 expedition may have done little for Moraga’s 
literary reputation, it did help to establish him as the foremost 
Spanish explorer of the Sierra Nevada, dubbed by at least one 
historian “ the C hristopher Colum bus of the California 
W ilderness.”

A fter Gabriel Moraga, official Spanish interest in the 
G uadalupe waned; and it wasn’t until after Mexican independ
ence in 1821 that another group ventured into the area. Antonio 
Soto, a military officer led the expedition whose purpose was to 
recapture a particularly wily neophyte from the Santa Clara 
mission with the Christianized name of “ Estanislao” , after a 
Polish saint.

Sherbourne Cook, a noted scholar of the period, has de
scribed Estanislao in this way: “ In type, although possibly not 
in stature, Estanislao belongs with King Phillip, Tecum seh, 
Pontiac and Geronim o, as an outstanding Indian chief who 
fought the w hite man with persistence and daring.”

Soto discovered the escaped chief cam ped along the 
“ G uadalupe” , and attacked with his force of ten men. H e was, 
according to reports, “ forced to retreat with losses” .

U pon hearing of this, Governor Jose Maria de Eschandia 
decided  to take more drastic measures, and on May 4, 1829, 
d ispatched Jose Sanchez with 25 cavalrymen, 1 corporal, and 70 
Indian  auxiliaries. O nce again the renegade’s river camp was 
discovered and a second battle ensued —  with, evidently, 
sim ilar results for the attackers.

At this point the honor of Mexican arms was at stake. T h e  
third expedition left the San Francisco Presidio in the charge of 
M ariano G uadalupe Vallejo. It included 107 Mexican soldiers, 
a field piece and was under instructions to “adm inister a total 
defeat to the Christian rebels and the wild Indians who are 
aiding them , leaving them  completely crushed.”
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T h e  results o f this third campaign were more positive from 
the G overnor’s point o f view. Although neither Estanislao nor 
his followers were captured, Vallejo managed to disperse the 
group by setting fire to the riverbank. It was, apparently, 
enough. C om m andant M artinez wrote to Vallejo: “ I rejoice 
exceedingly that this scum has been chastized and I congratu
late you, your second in command, and all your troops, that you 
have upheld  the honor of our nation’s arm s.”

T h u s  subdued, the area around the river held little additional 
in terest for the M exican governm ent and it is necessary to turn 
to the  accounts of American explorers for the next chapter.

Jeded iah  Strong Smith is perhaps the best rem em bered of 
the American m ountain men; and although his career through
ou t the W est was filled with well-chronicled exploits, certainly 
one o f the m ost famous was his crossing of the Sierra mountains 
in 1827 —  the first trans-Sierra passage ever accomplished by a 
w hite man.

T h e  exact location of this historic event has been the subject 
o f a great deal o f scholarly debate. Both Sm ith’s journal and 
maps have been lost and secondary references are fragmentary. 
H ow ever, in recent years, four o f the most “definitive” works 
on the explorer have reached a consensus: Smith apparently 
established a camp in the foothills along the Stanislaus in May 
of 1827 and, after several attem pts, finally succeeded in as
cending the  river via its north fork and passing the crest in the 
vicinity of E b b e t’s Pass.

In light o f our current knowledge of the Sierras, it would 
seem  that Jedediah picked one of the more difficult routes. But 
the m ountain man was traveling light, in a small group, and 
exploring. In contrast, John Bidwell, who crossed the same way 
in O ctober of 1841, was traveling with a large group of settlers, 
very slowly, and he picked the E bbet’s Pass route because his 
was the  first em igrant party to attem pt the Sierras, and he was 
lost.

A fter having struggled over the pass and inadvertently into 
the steep  canyon of the Clark Fork (a major tributary of the 
Stanislaus) the group managed to finally “extricate” them 
selves and continue laboriously down the mountain. On
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Jedediah Strong Smith
Born in 1799, jedediah Smith was the archetypal m ountainm an - and at the same time the most extraordinary of all of them. Educated in his home state of Pennsylvania by a country 

doctor in Latin and m athematics, he arrived in St. Louis at the age of 23 with two books in his baggage - a Bible and The 
Journals of Lewis and Clark. *

H e soon h ired  on w ith W illiam  H . Ashley, an early e n tre 
p re n e u r  w ho was p u tting  toge ther a band o f trappers to exploit 
th e  seem in g ly  end less supply  o f beaver pelts in the  Rocky 
M ou n ta in s . T h e  m en  w ho jo ined  up w ere alm ost all young, 
m o st o f  th e m  u n te s te d , b u t A shley’s band produced  som e o f the  
m o st legendary  nam es on the  A m erican frontier. M en like 
Jam es B ridger, “ B roken H an d ” F itzpatrick , D avid Jackson, 
M ik e  F in k , and  o f course, Jed ed iah  Sm ith.

F rom  the  beg inn ing  Sm ith  stood apart from the  rest, both  for 
h is prow ess as a w oodsm an, as well as for his personal habits, 
w h ich , in the  co n tex t o f the  tim e and place, seem ed  qu ite  
re fin ed .

H is ca ree r as a trap p er and explorer occupied  the  nex t decade 
an d  w as filled  w ith  the  s tu ff  o f legend: a grizzly m angled an ear; 
th e  G rea t Salt P lain  nearly  parched  him  to death . H e  was jailed 
in C aliforn ia as a spy —  escaping, he traveled north to the 
C o lu m b ia , trapp ing  a fo rtune in furs as he w ent.

T h ro u g h o u t it all, the re  was a contem plative side to Jeded iah  
S m ith  th a t  surfaced  m ost clearly in the  year 1829 w hen  he 
w in te re d  in the  W ind R iver R ange. “ I en tangle  m yself too 
m uch  in th e  th ings o f tim e ,” he w rote his brother.

T h e  follow ing year he shocked  his partners by selling his 
shares and  se ttling  dow n in St. L ouis to begin  w riting a book. 
B u t in 1831, an  op po rtu n ity  to see one o f the  few places h e ’d 
n e v e r v isited  in his trapp ing  years arose, and he joined on as a 
sco u t for a w agon train  bound  for Santa Fe.

A m o n th  la ter, the  train  was halted  south  o f the  Arkansas 
R iver w h ile  th e  scouts explored for w ater. Sm ith  rode away, 
d isap p ea red  over a small rise, and was never seen  again. L a te r it 
w as said  h e ’d b e e n  killed by a band  o f C om anches a t a spring.

In  h is career o f only ten  years, the  Pennsy lvanian  Jeded iah  
S tro n g  S m ith  m anaged  to becom e the  m ost W estern  o f all the 
W este rn e rs , having seen  and done m ore in those territories than 
any  m an before him .
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O ctober 31st, 1841, they sighted the main river in its lower 
reaches.

From  Bidwell’s journal on that date:
Bore off in a N. W. direction to the nearest timber; 
plain dry and dusty, reached tim ber which was 
w hite oak (very low and shrubby) and finally, the 
river which we had left in the M ts., joyful sight to 
us poor famished wretches!!!

T h e  route the Bidwell party pioneered never became an 
em igrant trail, bu t it did suceed in giving the Stanislaus canyon 
the distinction of having borne witness to two historic “ firsts” .

T h e  final naming of the river fell to the lot of John C. 
Frem ont, probably the most famous California pioneer of them 
all. In February of 1844, on his Second Expedition, Fremont 
m ade a dramatic, m id-winter crossing over Carson Pass. After 
having recuperated for several m onths at John Sutter’s fort near 
present-day Sacramento, Frem ont and his men continued 
south. O n March 27, they struck the river which Fremont 
called, in his Memoirs of My Life, the “Stanislaus,” an angliciza- 
tion o f the old Indian ch ie fs  Christianized name. Frem ont’s 
writings were widely read at the time and it is no surprise that 
his choice would stick.
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T H E  S T A N IS L A U S

C lark’s Flat
Less than a mile upstream  of the Camp 9 bridge exists a 

un ique locality, a small, two or three acre meadow on the north 
side o f the river, known as Clark’s Flat. In a section of the 
canyon noticeably shy of meadows, and of recent history other 
than m ining, Clark’s Flat is an anomaly. Its story begins some
2,000 years ago, w hen the natives of the Central Valley were 
ju st beginning to migrate into the foothills. Archaeological 
evidence indicates that Clark’s Flat was settled from the very 
beginning. T h e  natives were doubtless attracted by its terrain, 
its proxim ity to the deer migration paths and salmon spawning 
grounds, as well as its mild, relatively low elevation climate.

D ona Clark originally hom esteaded the flat in 1910 with the 
idea of selling his garden produce to the people of Camp 9. It 
tu rned  out to be “a tough proposition” however and Clark soon 
qu it the place for a job in the City. His garden eventually 
overgrew and the townspeople across the river began using his 
meadow' for picnics and baseball.

A fter D ona Clark’s death in 1919 or 1920, his homestead 
passed through his family and eventually ended up in his 
nephew  Elgin Clark’s hands in 1964. Elgin raises the possibility 
that the nam e “Clark’s F lat” actually pre-dated his uncle’s 
occupation of the place, although the coincidence seems re
m arkable. E lgin’s memory on this point is vague, as are the 
early records, and as a consequence, it remains no more than a 
possibility.

Mile 0.0 Camp N ine
Across the river from Clark’s Flat, and downstream just a bit, 

are a num ber of building foundations, the only physical evi
dence left o f the little town of Camp 9, for 56 years one of the 
more isolated com m unities of Calaveras County.
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T h e  story o f how the town came to be starts with a man 
nam ed Beach Thom pson, who, together with his partner 
W insor Keefer, had a claim in Altaville in 1897. But in order to 
work their m ine effectively, the two needed access to reliable 
w ater; and the only w ater rights they held were on the upper 
Stanislaus, 11 miles and a 2700 foot ridge away. In addition to 
their m ine, the two held im portant water rights to the upper 
Stanislaus. But bringing Stanislaus water over a 2700 foot ridge 
and a distance of 11 miles to Altaville, was an extremely expen
sive proposition. Mr. Thom pson, however, was apparently a 
m an o f many resources.

T o  begin with, his partner, Mr. Keefer, drops out of the 
p icture, “ under mysterious circum stances,” according to con
tem porary reports, and Mr. T hom pson is left alone to negotiate 
w ith several San Francisco businessm en, eventually striking a 
deal. In exchange for Thom pson’s water rights, and their valu
able hydro-electric potential, the men from San Francisco 
agreed to build the siphons, flumes and tunnels necessary to 
move Stanislaus water over T able M ountain into Thom pson’s 
claim  in Altaville.

As a result o f these agreem ents, two companies were or
ganized: the Union Construction Co. to build the proposed 
pow er plant, and the Stanislaus Electric Power Company to 
operate  it. T h e  power, incidentally, was intended to operate 
the  C ity ’s new electric trolley system.

T h e  first order of business was the building of a road down to 
the plant site, for which task a group of one hundred Slavonians 
w ere hired. Although Slavonia has never been in the forefront 
o f highway construction technology, the Camp 9 road is a 
rem arkable piece of engineering for the time, modern critics 
notw ithstanding.

Victor Solari was a young man w hen he worked on the Camp 
9 road, and he rem em bers three or four base camps were 
established so that the work could go forward at several points 
sim ultaneously. H e also remembers the food and wages, which 
w ere both, he reports, “ terrible” .
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At about the same tim e, work was progressing on Relief 
C reek  dam , which would be the main storage reservoir for the 
project. W ater would be stored at Relief, dropped downstream 
6 miles to a small dam at Sand Bar Flat, and then diverted by 
redwood flum e 16 cliffhanging miles to a holding reservoir just 
above the Cam p 9 powerhouse site. Although the project has 
been  augm ented and modified in the years since, it still uses 
this same essential schem e, originated in 1904-7.

As the work was nearing completion, Beach Thom pson dis
covered his Altaville claim didn’t have the values to justify 
bringing in his water, so that aspect of the project was dropped. 
T h e  footbridge just above the powerhosue today was built to 
carry T hom pson’s siphon pipe and is the only physical remin
der of the whole scheme.

M eanw hile, the two companies formed to build and operate 
the C am p 9 road and powerhouse found themselves out of 
m oney, and thus became the property of the Sierra and San 
Francisco Co. T h e  new owners proceeded to finish and operate

T h e O ne H undred S lavon ians. L ed  by th e ir fore
m an  V ulasinovich , these  are th e  m en  th a t bu ilt the  C am p 9 
R oad for th e  U nion  C onstruc tion  C om pany  in 1904-06.



the plant, and, simultaneously, begin the town of Camp 9. T h e  
nam e, incidentally, comes from the fact that it was the Union 
C onstruction Com pany’s 9th camp on the project. It was 
changed, officially at least, in the 1930’s when a post office was 
opened , to “Stanislaus” .

T h e  com pany built homes for the families and a bunkhouse 
for “ the single boys” . T here  were two storage bins for m achin
ery and m aintenance materials, a guesthouse for visitors and a 
clubhouse that doubled as a cookhouse. In addition there was a 
little store and, at least until it burned down, a dance hall.

T h e  population at Cam p 9 hovered at around 6 or 7 families 
in those early days, perhaps 40 people in all. Groceries and 
necessities were delivered from Angels Camp, but towns
people still found occasion to venture over the hill —  perhaps to 
the  lodge in M urphys, the Eastern Star, or to all-night dances in 
Angels Cam p. For a while, even, there was square dancing at 
their nearest neighbors, the Adams’ place, a “ showpiece” 
ranch up the Cam p 9 road.

W ork, m eanwhile, was provided in ample quantity by the 
pow erhouse and the 16 mile flume from Sand Bar. In the 20’s, 
the  m en worked 6-day weeks, maintaining the machinery and 
patching the flume, which would inevitably break during 
w in ter storms. T h e  problem was so chronic that every year
750,000 board feet of lum ber would be hauled in by an 18 mule 
team  and w inched to the forebay at the base of the flume. In 
1939, the system was finally put underground.

H elen  M cNam ara arrived in Camp 9 in 1915 with her hus
band M atthew . T h ey  moved in just after their honeymoon and 
they did it in style —  riding in a brand new Model T . M atthew 
M cN am ara becam e the hydro superintendant and Helen ran 
the little store and, later, the post office.

Bemis G rant recalls in particular one of the men, Charlie 
Avery, who, over the years, acquired a reputation as a “man- 
about-tow n” , som ething not easily done by a family man in a 
place the  size o f Cam p 9.
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A T h e Sand Bar F lum e. T h is  six teen  m ile stretch  o f 
o p en  flu m e  on th e  u p p e r Stanislaus was a m ajor m ain te
nance  head ach e  to the  crew  based at C am p 9. A se t o f 
tracks was laid on top  o f the  redwood trough and a small 
tro lley  was used  to m ove m en and eq u ip m en t around. 
T h e  flum e was m ade obso lete  w hen  in 1939 a tunnel 
was finally drilled  through the  ridge for 11 miles.

^  H ydro-electric P lant o f  Stanislaus Electric Pow er C om pany.
T h e  u p p e r photograph  was taken  by M. A zevedo , a Sonora 
p ho tographer in 1914 and shows the  p la n t in operation .
T h e  low er photo  was taken  six years p rev iously  du rin g  its 
construction . N o te  Beach T h o m p so n ’s s iphon  p ipe  b ranching  
o ff to cross the  river on the footbridge.
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T h e  story goes that the actress Clara Bow, for reasons no one 
can rem em ber, happened to be in town and that she was 
desirous of a ride on the little trolley car that ran on top of the 
flum e. Charlie volunteered to be her driver, providing him with 
an experience that Mrs. Avery apparently never forgot.

A nother Charlie Avery story concerns the time he stopped in 
at Vallecito for a bit of refreshm ent before driving down to 
C am p 9. T h e re  was apparently some concern about his general 
level o f driver awareness at the time of his departure and a 
precautionary call was m ade down to the Camp. T heir concern, 
it turned out, was well-advised. W hen a couple of hours had 
passed, w ith no Charlie, a search party was organized. T hey 
found evidence of his car’s speedy passage through the trees 
beside the road and later that evening they found Charlie 
him self, w andering around down by the river. T hey  got him 
ou t w ith ropes and he was back at work the next day.

In 1920 PG & E began leasing the facilities from Sierra and 
San Francisco and in 1927, acquired them  outright. T hey 
replaced the existing powerhouse in 1963, then 56 years old, 
with a new turbine plant. At the same time, they installed the 
“check” or “crest-control” dam just above the bridge. Its pur
pose was to m itigate sudden surges of water which could possi
bly endanger lives downstream.

T h e  new plant had nine times the generating capacity of the 
old one and as a consequence the water flow pattern below 
C am p 9 changed. Springtime “ highs” were lowered while later 
sum m er “ lows” were increased.

In addition, the new plant was almost entirely automated; 
the  sixteen operators and the master mechanic had become 
obsolete. As a consequence, the little company town was aban
doned and dism antled, both a product and victim of progress.

T oday  operations are controlled remotely and maintenance 
is perform ed in the course of a daily visit from a PG& E worker 
ou t of Angels Camp.
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Mile 0.4 Bureau o f Land Management 
Put-in Site*

T h e  small, exploratory shaft on the wall behind the parking 
area was sunk by Charles Pierce as part of his D eer Lodge 
C laim  in 1880.

T h e  put-in  rapid is formed by a resistant ledge of hard chert 
w hich has stranded a collection of flood-swept boulders.

Mile 0.6 R ock Garden Rapids 
Mile 1.0 Suspension Bridge

T h e  swaying bridge that crosses the river at this point was 
originally a cable crossing built by Jesse Welch to provide access 
to his Bear Foot Lode claim on the left bank. Welch was a 
prospector who came into the area in 1938. T h e  cabin he lived 
in was located just above the left side footing of the bridge and 
was built with whole logs and copper nails —  material com
m only used before the turn of the century.

In 1948 W elch sold his claim to Warren Boone, a self- 
declared “ O kie” who had just recently arrived from W est 
T exas. W arren, and later his brother Arthur, improved W elch’s 
crossing into a footbridge and prospected on both sides of the 
river, particularly at the m outh of Yea Hoo Gulch, just down
stream  on the Calaveras side.

T h e  rapid here is called Suspension Bridge Rapids.

T he N ew  Camp N ine Bridge
T h e  new Cam p N ine bridge was constructed for PG& E by 

the Army Corps of Engineers in 1978. T h e  project, which cost 
10.5 million (tax paid) dollars, was built to enable the private

*M ileages will be figured on U nited States Geological Survey 
quad  m aps. By convention, M ile 0.0 is the original Cam p 9 
bridge. Also by convention, left and righthand refer to those 
d irections as viewed looking downstream . C onsequently , since 
the  river serves as the  county line, the left side will always be 
T u o lu m n e  C ounty , and the right will aways be Calaveras.
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utility to truck a new turbine into place if two events should 
ever coincide in time: (a) the existing Camp N ine bridge be
com e inundated  by maximum storage of the New Melones 
Reservoir, a possibility itself dependent on the outcome of 
Friends of the River’s efforts to halt filling as well as the state 
A ttorney G eneral’s pending suits. Even neglecting these un
certainties, the old Cam p N ine bridge would still be unservice
able for a maximum of three months on occasional years, 
(b) T h e  existing turbine should fail w ithout warning.

T h e  likelihood of these two events ever occuring sim ultane
ously was an issue in a legal battle waged by Friends of the 
River and the S tate Attorney G eneral’s office at the time of 
construction. Among the more cost effective alternatives pro
posed were: reim bursem ent to the utility for the period of lost 
generation; or, preventative replacem ent of turbines on a pre
determ ined  schedule —  twenty years is their estim ated service 
life.

H ow ever, by the tim e these issues were brought to light, 
construction had progressed to the point where Secretary of 
D efense Harold Brown —  after some apparent second thoughts 
—  gave his approval to finish the project.

As a consequence, it appears the bridge will be used for its 
“ design purpose” possibly four or five times over the next 
century.

Mile 1.3 D eath R ock Rapids 
Mile 1.5 D evil’s Staircase

T h e  narrow, vertical (“dike” ) slab of rock cut into “steps” is 
m ade o f diorite.

Mile 1.8 B ailey’s Falls
Elsa Bailey, one of the earliest female kayakers in the state, 

left her nam e and a portion of her boat here in 1961.
Stony Gulch enters from left.

Mile 1.9 W idowmaker Rapids

106



107



Mile 2.5 R ose Greek
In the upper portion of the Stanislaus Canyon, above Rose 

C reek, there is little evidence of any mining done before the 
1880’s w hen some of the banks were sluiced, and miners sunk 
quartz  tunnels in a kind of haphazard way throughout the 
canyon, looking for the isolated gold bearing “ stringer vein” . 
T h irty  years after the initial strike, it was clear that the “easy” 
m oney was gone.

It was during this era that John Newcom er and Tom  Dorsey 
developed a claim up on Knights Creek, a tributary of Rose 
C reek, w here they built a two-stamp mill.

M ining partnerships have a long history of going sour, a 
tradition well m aintained by the Newcom er/Dorsey association 
which term inated abuptly in a shootout, leaving Dorsey dead of 
a gunshot wound.

Forty years later, and a few miles downstream, several 
M odesto m en were looking for likely quartz gold prospects in 
the Rose C reek canyon. After some initial tests they found 
w hat seem ed to be a promising site. A few dollars were ex
changed and two m en, Adlai Supan and Fred Brown ended up 
equal partners in the “ Lucky Strike” claim.

Originally the two hiked down to their new claim from the 
Italian Bar road, but when they began hauling supplies in, it 
m ade more sense to skid them  off the Camp 9 road and then 
pulley them  across the river on a cable crossing they built for the 
purpose.

It was an arduous process. Some of the machinery had to be 
dism antled before it could be loaded onto the cable, and then 
reassem bled on the opposite bank. It was more than a year 
before the two m en could begin getting down to the actual 
business of mining.

By 1931, the initial drillings had looked good. T here was a 
rich vein, but too narrow, and in order to exploit it at a better 
point they would need more equipm ent —  and more money. 
So Adlai Supan and Fred Brown w ent back out, looking for 
investors in the m idst o f the Depression.
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S u p an ’s G able Grossing. Rex A lexander, a co-w orker 
on Ad S u p a n ’s “ L ucky  S trik e” “ H illside” claim s, is 
show n in the  trolley at Rose C reek . From  1931.

T h e y  w ere back within a year, this time with twogas engines, 
an air compressor, forge, drill, steel, piping and an assortment 
o f m iscellaneous hardware. T hus equipped, they began push
ing a tunnel down from above the vein, hoping to intercept it 
deep  w here it would be broad and solid. After a season of 
blasting and tim bering they found it —  narrow and fragmented.

For a tim e, they quit. But gold mining thrives on frustration, 
and over the next five or six years Ad Supan and his partner 
re tu rned  for additional dosages. T hey  brought with them  a 
jackham m er and a compressor and they sank the shaft another 
two hundred  feet. Again they struck the vein, and again it was 
w orthlessly thin.

W hen they came back the next time, the tunnel had filled 
w ith water, and so they left.

Mile 2.7 Cataract Gulch
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R ose C reek  Cabin. L ocated  dow nstream  at the  main 
river, S up an , and later his b ro ther and sons, w ould hike 
up  the  c reek  to the ir claim s. T h is  photo  o f the ir cabin, 
tak en  no t long after its construction , helps resolve the 
m ystery  o f  w hy m in ing  cabins always look as ancien t as 
they  do: they ’re bu ilt tha t way.

Mile 2.8 Crystal Stanislaus
A “significant cave” located on the north wall about 120 feet 

above the water, Crystal Stanislaus was once knwn as Mobley’s 
Cave after the man who had hoped to guide tourists into it. T he  
trail he cu t is still visible, heading upstream from the higher of 
the two entrances and winding up into Cataract Gulch where it 
in tersects the Cam p 9 road just below the limestone quarry. 
M obley never com pleted his scheme, but died shortly before 
he finished his trail.

A lthough the cave has been heavily vandalized, it is still a 
“ m aternity  cave” supporting a substantial bat population.
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Mile 2.8 Otter Bar
Som e of the clearest evidence of sluice mining on the river is 

apparen t on the slope behind this bar on the left bank. T h e  
w ater was flum ed out of Rose Creek, held in a small pool above 
the  slope, and then released in surges. T h e  resulting slurry of 
d irt and w ater was then sluiced in boxes.

T h e  operation almost certainly dates from the 1880’s, some 
tw enty  years before hydraulic mining was made illegal.

A cabin foundation on the lower end of O tter Bar belonged to 
a place probably built by Jack Richmond around the turn of the 
century , who also built a cable crossing nearby. During the 
depression, a man called Trem ain —  described by James Supan 
as being som ething of a loner —  occupied the claim.

T h e  steam  engine still in place at the bottom end of O tter 
Bar, below Richm ond’s cabin, dates from the late 1800’s, when 
it was probably used to operate either an overhead crane for 
shifting boulders, or a dragline dredge. In either case, the goal 
was to obtain deeper river gravels for sluicing.

O tter B ar Steam  Engine
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T h e  m iners were able to move steam engines such as this one 
around by m ounting the entire apparatus on a sled base, con
necting one end of a cable to a tree and theo ther to the engine’s 
drum . T h e n , with a judicious application of steam, the engine 
could be m ade to pull itself along. T his particular steam rig was 
probably moved in this self-propelled fashion from Vallecito to 
the  rim, then  skidded on a cable and sled down the hillside, and 
finally a log barge ride over the calm stretch just upstream.

Mile 3.1 Cataract Quarry
At the top of the ridge just above Wool Hollow is the Cataract 

Quarry overlook, part of the F lintkote Company operation 
located on the Cam p N ine Raod.

O ccupying some 1,200 acres, the quarry and plant opened in 
June 1971 at a cost of approximately $18 million.

T h e  material being quarried is limestone, part of the 
Calaveras Formation; and it is crushed at the millsite at the rate 
o f approxim ately 600 tons per hour. T h e  granualted material is 
then  com bined with water and a wood fibre by-product into a 
70% solution which is then piped 14.7 miles to a processing 
plant in San Andreas. T h e  slurry line is an insulated 7” di
am eter pipe, the first one of its kind in the U.S.

T h e  entire  plant is run by com puter and requires a crew of 
about 21 during the day, and 2 during the night. At the current 
rate of depletion, the limestone deposit has an estim ated life
span of 80 to 90 years.

Mile 3.3 Wool H ollow
Rocks and debris washed out of Wool Hollow on the right 

helped  to form M other Rapids (named by Bryce W hitmore, a 
dutifu l son, on M others’ Day in 1963).

Mile 3.4
O n the left bank, the limestone has been sculpted and fluted 

into fantastic forms by the dissolving action of river and ground 
run-off.
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Mile 3.8 Grapevine Gulch
T h e  w ater from Grapevine was used to ground sluice the 

banks behind Razorback Camp, located just downstream.

Mile 3.9 Razorback Camp and Rapids
T h e  gravel bar on the right has forced the water against the 

steep  cliff on the opposite side, undercutting it very sharply. 
T h e  nodules in the cliff and in the mid-stream rock are chert 
'em b ed d ed  in limestone.

T h e  hanging garden springs here run year-round and support 
a beautifu l growth of m aidenhair fern, quite rare at these 
elevations.

Mile 4.0 - 4.3 D ubois’ Pool
An especially peaceful stretch of river. Along the banks are 

incense cedars, yellow pines, big leaf maples, willows, white 
alders, O regon ash, live oak, digger pines, and one well hidden 
fig tree.

Mile 4.4 M ariana Gulch 
Mile 4.5 D uck Bar

T h e  large flat on the right is known as D uck Bar, between 
C lark’s F lat and Parrotts Ferry, probably the most habitable 
spot on the river.

D uck Bar has a mining record going back to the 1890’s and 
certainly knew  prospecting before that; however, it isn’t until 
1908 tha t a claim was filed ofw hich we know much about today. 
T h e  D uck Bar Placer M ine of 1880 was filed by Frank Cooper 
and A1 Gianelli, a pair of ambitious prospectors whose first 
order of business at their new claim was to provide access. 
Accordingly, they, and a crew of four others, cut the upper 
portion of the present-day D uck Bar road and proceeded to skid 
e q u ip m en t and supplies down to their camp on the flat. T hey  
p lanned to construct a wing-dam and work the exposed gravel 
w ith a tub  and hoist apparatus known as a “ skip and stiff-leg” . 
D uring the m onths they were able to excavate, they only got a



fair return , although they did uncover a 3 pound axhead 
nugget.

In 1909 their wing-dam was washed out when the new Camp 
9 pow erhouse ran its first turbine test and the six decided to 
abandon the claim. T h e  rapid at the head of D uck Bar today is 
all that remains of their labor.

It w asn’t until tw enty years later, in the early 30’s that 
another claim was filed at D uck Bar. T his one by an ex-Navy 
diver who installed a pair of waterwheels on a 3” steel axle that 
he supported  for the width of the river. H e used the power 
these w heels generated to help operate a pum p and barge rig. 
H igh w ater eventually washed him out, but for years afterward 
the  axle lay partially exposed in the old wing dam, and, in fact, 
inspired the nam e “Pipeline Rapid” . T h e  rest of his equip
m ent was hauled out during the war and sold as scrap.

In the early 60’s partners Charles Baldwin and Bill Armstrong 
w orked the D uck Bar claim and had quite an operation. T he  
road had been cut down to the bar by that tim e (Frank Cooper’s 
son, Horace, did the work) and Baldwin and Armstrong cleared 
it the rest of the way to the water’s edge. W ith the road in place, 
they were able to bring in a back hoe, dredge, welder, drag line 
and all the paraphenalia fora ‘’first-class operation” . Fora time, 
they lived in tents, but they eventually got around to building a 
cabin (which stood, incidentally, until 1975 when the Bureau of 
L and M anagem ent took it out).

T h e  lim estone bedrock out in front of D uck Bar lay under
neath  3 to 4 feet of gravel and was perforated with caves —  one 
o f w hich the divers followed for 40 feet.

A lthough the 3 years they spent working the claim were 
never very profitable, Baldwin rem em bers D uck Bar as “ the 
m ost peaceful place I ever lived in my life.”

Charles Baldwin was not the only one to feel a special attrac
tion for this spot on the river. Even before Frank Cooper and 
crew set up shop there in 1908, it was home to a man by the 
nam e of Indian W alker who lived, some say, to the age of 110 
and becam e a legendary figure within both the white and 
Indian com m unities.
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T h e  stories surrounding Indian W alker are various, and fre
quen tly  conflicting. H e was said to have been 17 when the first 
w hite  man cam e to Vallecito in 1850, and that he was a “cap
ta in” am ong his tribespeople, although he appears to have lived 
m uch o f his life apart from them .

His hom e, in fact, was down at D uck Bar where he lived with 
his wife Suzanna in a small cabin. T h ey  had an orchard, and 
W alker caught salmon in fish traps to sell to the white 
com m unity.

H e was a familiar sight to the people of Vallecito and Douglas 
Flat, and was sought out for his advice and knowledge of herb 
m edicine.

Rose Schowerer of M urphys relates a story told her by her 
m other, in which W alker bathed Rosie (then only a w eek old) 
in specially prepared bath water in order to cure her of a colic 
tem per. T h e  treatm ent was a great success, judging by Mrs. 
Schow erer, who was a serene 86 when she told of it.

Indian Walker.
A M iw ok Ind ian  

w ho  w atch ed  the  
A m erican ization  o f 

his native land, 
W alk er lived for a 
tim e  a t D u ck  Bar. 
W h en  he  d ied , in 

1943, h e  was said to 
have b een  m ore 

than  100 years old.
T h e  photo  is 

pre-1920.
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Indian W alker and his wife had one daughter, Sara, who 
m arried an Englishm an, John Long. T h ey  in turn, had another 
daugh ter Sara with whom it is said Indian W alker lived out his 
final years after the death of his wife.

H e died in 1943, and was buried in M urphys. He was 
m ourned by m em bers of both races and received both a Pro
testan t as well as a traditional Miwok funeral.

Mile 4.6 Coral C ave
Coral Cave, betw een D uck Bar and Chinese Camp, is one of 

the very few places in the foothills whre any suggestion has 
been  found of an occuption previous to the Miwoks of 2,000 
years ago.

T h e  evidence is ambiguous and consists of a single bone 
im plem ent very similar to one found in a Shasta area cave and 
positively identified as being more than 2,000 years old.

W hether the im plem ent is native to the spot, or brought in at 
a later date, is difficult to say. Nevertheless, it raises an intrigu
ing possibility concerning aboriginal occupation of the area.

O th er evidence of more recent Miwok occupation has been 
clearly docum ented. T h e  calcite deposits were mined and 
shaped into “charm stones” , examples of which have been 
found am ong tribes o f the Central Valley, testifying to their 
value as a trade good. In addition, mortar holes can be found 
near the entrance.

Mile 4.8 C hinese Camp
T h e  nam e is o f recent origin and probably derives from the 

belie f that m uch of the sluicing work done at this site was of 
C hinese origin. M ining records indicate that D uck Bar claims 
frequently  w ent far enough downstream to include this lower 
bar, as well as the beach upstream on the Tuolum ne side 
(som etim es called D uncan’s Camp). T h e  extensive wall work 
and channeling done here directed a slurry of mud and water 
into sluice boxes. T h e  water was flumed out of the main river 
above C am p N ine.
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T h e  rockwork evident on the left bank was part of a wagon 
trail connecting the South Fork with the upper canyon mines. 
T h e  trail forded the river in the shallows at Duck Bar.

Mile 5.0 D eep Gulch 
Mile 5.1 Cop Rock

T h e  num ber-one nemesis of unwary boaters in late summer.

Mile 5.4 N ew  Rock Rapid
In the w inter of 1980, on W ashington’s Birthday, a warm rain 

on a deep  snowpack brought the river up to a phenomenal 
48,000 cubic feet per second. T his rapid was formed by a 
shifting of the riverbed boulders as a result of that flood.
Mile 5.6 South Fork  
o f the Stanislaus/Pine Log

O ver the last hundred and thirty years there have been only 
three w hite settlem ents of any size on ths stretch of river: Camp 
N ine, at the very top; M elones at the bottom; and Pine Log, 
w hich, although not directly on the main stem of the Stanislaus, 
was located just a few miles away —  on the banks of its South 
Fork.

Gold was discovered at Pine Log in the late sum m er of 1848, 
only six m onths after Marshall’s discovery on the American. 
T h e  tow nsite itself is a beautiful, 20 to 30 acre flat, nestled 
w ithin a rugged, V-shaped canyon. T h e  Miwoks knew of it, 
and used the natural, pine log bridge there to connect their 
trails. Indeed , it was the Miwok trail which originally led the 
Sonoran miners into the site, which they called “Paso del 
P ino” .

As early as O ctober and N ovem ber of 1848, numerous claims 
w ere already staked out at Pine Flat, where the diggings were 
repu ted  to be “excellent” . W ithin a year, 1,500 miners were 
reported  to be cam ped there, and already the basics of civiliza
tion w ere on hand: a trading tent, an eating tent, and a gambl
ing ten t.
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By far the  most productive mines at Pine Log were the 
riverbed placer claims. Although the men would doubtless 
work back from the banks during high water months, their real 
in terest lay in turning the river out of its course, an activity that 
could only be pursued during the late summer.

In O ctober of 1850 a traveller to the camp gives this account 
of it:

T h e  most successful point on the Stanislaus 
river has been the “Pine Crossing” , a beautiful 
deep  dell, surrounded by the most majestic 
m ountains. H ere the sun is visible for only a small 
portion of the day, and then his fervid rays are 
neutralized by the cooling influence of the bright 
waters fresh from their snowy sources in the Sierra 
N evada. In this delightful spot, the river has been 
tu rned  from its bed; and a rich and golden harvest 
has rewarded the m iners’ toil.

T h a t same year, 1850, a Mrs. Patch, thought to be the first 
w hite wom an resident of T uolum ne County, gave birth to the 
coun ty ’s first white child in Pine Log.

By 1855, the T uolum ne County W ater Company had solved 
the  P ine Loggers perennial problem of too much water by 
erecting  a diversion dam upstream  with ditches supplying 
claims in the Colum bia area. In fact, they solved it so efficiently 
that the  downstream  miners were camped by an em pty river 
bed —  with nothing to wash the gravel. A letter was soon sent to 
the  w ater com pany pointing out the problem and ending with 
th e  note: “ . . . if yous D ont Comply presently —  we will find 
M eans in supplying our w ants.” It was signed by 126 miners.

W hat sort o f response the men of Pine Log expected is not 
know n, although they were almost certainly caught by surprise 
w hen the offending dam failed completely in 1857, sending a 
wall o f w ater rushing downstream that virtually washed Pine 
Log away, drowning four of its residents in the process.

O ver the next few years, the little settlem ent rebuilt itself 
and indeed  recorded some of its richest strikes. One claim, the 
Blacksm ith, yielded fifteen pounds of “pure gold dust” in the 
course o f one w eek’s sluicing. Nearby, according to newspaper
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accounts, three miners were able to wash out thirty ounces in 
three days.

Five years after the dam disaster, the town consisted of a 
“ store, saloon, blacksm ith shop, eight or ten private resi
dences, and a good deal of mining property.” Unfortunately, 
P ine Log’s continuing water problems re-surfaced again in the 
w inter of 1862 in the form of the most disastrous flood of all — 
one that apparently cleared off every building in the flat.

It was a blow from which the townspeople never fully re
covered. Although reports of Pine Log activity persist into the 
1880’s, gold values were declining and by the turn of the 
cen tu ry  the little town, whose claims had reputedly yielded 
several millions in gold, was all but abandoned.

Mile 5.9 Shark’s Mouth
M uch of the cliff face here is flowstone or travertine. Mark 

and Gar D ubois once hiked and climbed up to the large cave 
opening about 300 feet off the water here, only to discover that, 
at its deepest, it extends no more than 25 feet.

Mile 6.1 Columbia Marble Quarry
T h e  oldest operating marble quarry in the state is located 

above the left bank of the river. Originally opened in 1860 by 
the  M cN am ee Family, the quarry produced construction grade 
m arble. A report published in 1868 described the operation: 

M achinery was erected for working the marble, and a 
mill built for cutting the blocks into slabs and polishing 
them . T h e  works consisted of a revolving derrick with a 
boom 60 feet in length, by means of which two men 
could take blocks weighing 10 to 15 tons from any part 
o f the quarry and place them  on cars which ran on a 
track laid around it and connected with the mill. This 
mill had 100 saws and four polishing machines, moved 
by w ater power. M any thousands of tons of marble were 
cu t here betw een 1862 and 1866.

Production slowly declined over the years, partly as a result 
o f foreign com petition, partly as a result of changing fashions.
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T h e  last blocks of marble were hauled out in 1968 and used as 
flooring in the San Francisco International Airport terminal.

T h e  present day owner is the M erck Company of New 
Jersey, who operate the quarry interm ittently. T he  marble, 
incidentally, is no longer sawn but blasted out and the resultant 
m aterial is used in the manufacture of, among other things, 
m ilk of magnesia.

Mile 6.5 Three Springs Powerhouse
Less than half a mile below the Marble Quarry, on the left, is 

the site of the T h ree  Springs Powerhouse constructed in 1898 
by the  T uo lum ne County Electric Power Co. Build by Sydney 
Sprout and Harris Cofflll Sr., it relied on spring water from 
Lord, Vine and Gold springs to power its pelton wheel and was, 
in fact, the first “ high-head” powerhouse in the state. Coffill, 
who designed it, had also been involved in designing the city of 
Boston’s first trolley car system and had helped with the light
ing at the  Chicago’s World Fair in 1895.

T h ree Springs Pow erhouse, the  first h igh-head pow erhouse  in 
the  s ta te  was supp lied  w ith w ater from springs m ore than  1000 fee t 
above the  brass b ucket P elton  w heel th a t d rove th e  single generator. 
W ade Coffill reports tha t th e  w a te r h it the  b u ck e ts  w ith sufficient 
s trength  to bend  th e  V2 ” th ick  m aterial and th a t pebb les would 
occasionally shoot th rough  the  brass like bullets.
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W hen in operation, the plant required two operators for two 
tw elve hour shifts per day. A total of four buildings existed at 
the  site, including two residences, the powerhouse itself, and a 
barn.

In 1920 PG & E purchased the plant and shortly thereafter 
d ism antled it.

Mile 6.7 A bbey’s Ferry
Before the first bridge at M elones was com pleted in 1907, 

travel betw een the southern mines of the Sonora area and the 
diggings on the  Calaveras side depended almost totally on the 
Stanislaus ferries. Between M elones and Camp 9 there were 
four, the highest o f which was Abbey’s Ferry, located at this 
calm, w ide stretch just below the marble quarry.

T oday, the clearest evidence of the operation are the old 
roads which come down from both sides to face each other on 
opposite banks. On the Calaveras side, the road connects to the 
C am p 9 road via Skunk Gulch. Over on the T uolum ne side, the 
route joins with the Parrotts Ferry Road via the Marble Quarry 
drive.

G eorge W. Abbey started the ferry in 1851, some nine years 
before T hom as Parrott began his operation just downstream. 
O ver the next ten  years it changed hands at least half a dozen 
tim es —  in one instance being sold for $7,500. T h e  last record 
o f operation is in 1863.

Among the thousands of passengers who m ust have ridden 
the ferry, only two are known to have been too heavy for the 
barge to accom m odate. T h e ir story is related in the following 
item  which appeared in the San Francisco Herald, dated July 3, 
1860.

T H E  D A N  R I C E  S H O W  —  D E A T H  O F  V I C T O R I A
T h e highly trained elephant Victoria, o f the great Dan  

R ice show , died lately from injuries received while 
sw im m ing the Stanislaus river on her w ay from C olum 
bia to M urphys. T he river w as running with immense 
velocity, and as the ferry boat could not take the ele-
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phants, an attempt w as made to swim them across. 
A lbert w ent over safely, but V ictoria put back to the 
sam e side from w hich she started, and she w as so terri
bly bruised by being rolled over the rocks by the swift 
and powerful current, that she died two or three days 
afterward. H ad the accident occured earlier in the sea
son, the loss would have been much heavier upon the 
proprietors than it is now  likely to prove. Albert will 
continue to perform as heretofore.
T h e D an  R ice show  will be in Placerville tonight and 
tom orrow  night.

A follow-up article over a m onth later gave this information:
San Francisco Herald — August23, I860.

V IC T O R IA  —  It will be remembered that the cele
brated trick elephant, Victoria, died from injuries re
ceived w hile swim m ing the Stanislaus River. H er hide 
w as sent as a present to the proprietor o f Biggs and 
Kibbe’s old stand, on the com er o f Montgomery and 
C om m ercial Streets, and by him offered to be stuffed.

T h e work w as confided to Mr. F . Gruber, naturalist, 
and performed in a style m ost creditable to the artist and 
to California. V ictoria now looks as natural as if she 
w ere still in the flesh, and ornam ents the saloon above 
referred to. If A lbert could get a glimpse o f the stuffed 
figure o f  V ictoria he would certainly tear the side o f the 
room  dow n to m eet his former companion in the belief 
that she w as still alive.

Mile 6.9 W olf Gulch
Sierra C lub Rapids begins at this small left-side tributary.

Mile 7.0 Steiner’s Cabin Site
W alter S teiner built a sturdy yellow pine log cabin here on 

the  left around 1930 to work his 270 acre claim. Steiner was a 
“ proto-type of the American individualist” and did the work 
alm ost entirely by hand.

A fire destroyed the building in 1978.
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Mile 7.5 T he Densm ore Claim
Som e two hundred yards back from the water, on the 

T u o lu m n e side of the river, is the old Densmore claim, site of 
som e of the best preserved mining relics in the canyon.

T h e  original claim was fded in April o f 1900 when the names 
associated with it were the Densm ore Quartz M ine, the Young 
America Q uartz M ine, and various extensions of each. Over 
tim e, however, the name “Young America” was dropped, and 
as far back as anyone can rem em ber, the claim has simply been 
know n as “ the D ensm ore” .

U p until the late 1890’s, little more than assessment work was 
done at the m ine, but the next few years saw a succession of 
new  owners and, according to one source, at least $600,000 was 
taken  out of the granite vein being worked. By 1909, though, 
the values had apparently diminished significantly; and in 
1920, the D ensm ore was on the block for back taxes. It was sold 
at auction for $491.49. Included on the deed were not only the 
m ines and mill sites, but a ten-stam p mill, concentrators, 
cyanide plant, and a bunk house.

Pow er to the Densm ore was originally supplied by water 
from Vine Springs Gulch, although in later years it was electri
cally driven.

U nlike most o f the canyon quartz mines that were filed 
around the turn of the century, the Densmore was re-opened 
again in 1939 w hen George Raye, an Alaskan, put his $125,000 
stake into it. Among the many improvements Raye added to 
the property was the road that extends from the original mine 
down to the river.

T h e  old mill had been destroyed by fire and Raye’s second 
order o f business was to replace it with a new ball mill, this one 
closer to the river. It is this mill whose foundation and machin
ery can still be inspected today.

Both mills were built after a fashion that became very popular 
after the turn of the century. T h e  mechanism used to crush the 
ore was a huge rotating drum  in which iron balls were placed. 
By rotating the drum , the quartz was ground sufficiently to be
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T h e D u ch ess M ine.
T h e  E m ery  fam ily gathered  around 
the  m ine site, around 1904.

sen t to the classifiers w here it was separated by density. T he  
“ riddlings” , waste ore, was either recycled back through the 
drum  or thrown out onto the tailings heap.

C ontrary to popular myth, gold mines can very frequently be 
anything bu t profitable. George Raye sank not only his original 
$125,000 into the Densm ore, but an additional $50,000 loan as 
well before finally giving it up.

Z eke Goodwin reports having seen George Raye some years 
afterw ards working on the San Francisco wharves, many miles 
from the nearest gold mine.

Mile 8.4 D uchess Mine
A bout 600 feet up on the Calaveras side of the river, is the old 

D uchess m ine.
T h e  first nam e associated with this claim is that of John
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D russel who apparently did some preliminary prospecting 
there  in the 1890’s but soon quit the claim and returned to his 
hom e in the midwest. H e took with him some ore samples, 
though, which he showed to William and Eliza Emery who 
becam e sufficiently excited to sell their Indiana limestone 
business and move with their three children to California. As it 
tu rned  out, the samples hadn’t come from the Duchess, but 
that was a lot of time, money and effort later.

T h e  family arrived in Vallecito during its mini-boom of new 
quartz  m ining activity on Septem ber 18, 1898. T hey  took up 
residence on the Bishop property and the children soon began 
to a ttend  the one room school house. From all accounts, the 
E m ery’s were “ a devoted couple, sure they were going to make 
it” .

At all events, they soon plunged into the gold mining busi
ness “ in a big way” . T h ey  and their partner Charles Lilly built 
access from the Parrott’s Ferry road to their claim, blasting it 
ou t o f the hillside. W ith a five man crew they put up an assay 
office, a ten  stam p mill, a bunkhouse, a mess hall —  and they 
dug. O ne shaft extended 1,824 feet into the hillside. Green 
Lew is, uncle of R uth Solari, was their foreman and he reports it 
was qu ite  a little operation.

U nfortunately, it d idn’t pay. It took several years, but even
tually their money was gone and the Em ery’s quit. George died 
in 1907, a “ frustrated man” , it was said, and the rest of the 
family moved to San Jose.

Mile 8.5 Republic Mine
Just downstream  of the Densm ore, on the same side of the 

river, is the Republic mine. Like most of the claims in this 
section of the canyon —  the H enning, M anzanit and Breece, 
for exam ple —  it was worked interm ittently betw een 1900 and 
1930, w ith indifferent results.

At its peak the mine was worked by a crew of five or six who 
sank 1500 feet o f tunnel into a 6 foot vein. T hey  processed the 
ore with a 9 stam p mill and shipped it to Jackson for cyanadiza- 
don and the final steps of extraction.

Z eke Goodwin reports the place had a relatively short life
tim e and never really was a good producer.
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As for the D uchess, a couple of other outfits tried sporadi
cally, the last one in the 30’s, but it never had the values to 
m ake the effort worthwhile. Since then, the claim has lain idle, 
the  equ ipm en t rusting away, a California pot of gold that never 
m aterialized.

Mile 8.5 Parrot’s Ferry
T hom as Parrott and A.G. Bradbury first began operating this 

ferry crossing in 1860. It quickly became the most important 
crossing upstream  of Robinson’s, serving pedestrians at 25<f 
each, loose stock, 20(f a head, and m ounted travellers, 50<t 
apiece.

B etw een the years 1861 and 1871, the ferry changed hands 
nine tim es, eventually coming back to Parrott who continued to 
operate it until his death of “paralysis of the brain” in 1894.

His daughter, Celia, then took over the business and ran it 
until 1895 and then again from 1897 until 1903 when the 
T uo lum ne and Calaveras counties collaborated on the con
struction of a bridge. T h e  crews from the two counties appa
rently operated som ewhat independently of one another and 
w hen the two halves of the bridge were joined in the middle it 
was discovered that the T uolum ne end was five feet higher 
than the Calaveras end. At the time, the counties regarded each 
o ther a bit com petitively and the discrepancy was felt to have 
symbolic meaning.

In D ecem ber of 1937, however, during a massive flood, the 
bridge and the Tuolum ne-side abutm ent washed away. John 
Solari, an Italian immigrant who had supervised the construc
tion o f the Calaveras side of the project, is reported to have 
been  so excited by the results of this ultimate test that he took 
his whole family down to see the evidence. “ My side,” he 
exclaim ed, “ he no go.”

T h e  following years the counties again collaborated on a 
bridge, this one about a quarter of a mile upstream of the old 
site. Built by N elson and Wallace of Escalon, it cost $26,662.

D uring the 1860’s and ’70’s, the area around Parrott’s Ferry 
was quite  popular with Chinese placer miners. It was also, 
according to legend, quite popular with the notorious bandit
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Joaquin M urieta and his partner in crime, Three-fingered Jack.
T h e  story has it that Joaquin so terrorized the Chinese com

m unity at Parrott’s Ferry that they collected a reward for his 
capture from among them selves and when they heard he had 
been  caught and killed, they declared a holiday.

T h e  T uo lum ne side of the crossing, the broad flat where the 
Bureau o f L and M anagem ent now maintains a campground, 
has a history o f miners and settlers going back at least to 1860. 
For a tim e, the area was called W alker’s bar, after one Daniel 
W alker who worked a hydraulic claim there. He was killed on it 
in July o f 1873 w hen a bank of earth collapsed on him.

Since then  his claim, never patented, passed through many 
hands, m ost recently Ron Sperry in the 40’s, George and 
M ildred Boggs in the 50’s, and Dan Schmira in the 60’s and 
early 70’s.
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Mile 11.8 - 12.0 H orseshoe Bend
T h e  river makes a sweeping right— hand turn at this point, 

com pleting three-quarters of a circle in an ox-bow known as 
H orseshoe Bend.

T h e  M iwok tribespeople knew of this turn in the river, and 
probably dw elt upon its shores for a period of almost two 
thousand years, making it, along with Clark’s Flat the most 
ancien t o f the river settlem ents. Although the archaeological 
evidence has been seriously disturbed by gold mining 
activities, a collection of over 300 mortar holes exists at the site 
—  the largest on the river.

In more recent times, Horseshoe Bend has been the scene of 
two waves of gold miners: the first group arrived in the 1850’s 
and w ere on the fringe of the fabulous placer strikes 2 miles 
dow nstream  at M elones. T h e  second group began arriving 
around the turn of the century, bringing with them  the new 
e q u ip m en t and technology of hard rock mining.

Among this second group, probably the most prom inent was 
the H orseshoe Bend M ining Co., funded by Eastern capital 
and operated  by a man named H eath. At its peak, around 
1903-1906, the mine supported a settlem ent of twelve resi
dences and a boarding house, all on the T uolum ne side.

In 1904, a stam p mill was hauled down the steep road and a 
foundation prepared. But the poor ore values forced the aban-

T h e  Infam ous  
Joaquin. A ttem p tin g  to 
sep a ra te  fact from  fiction 
in th e  Jo aq u in  M urieta  
m y th  w ould  be  a frustrat
ing  —  and  probably  m is
d ire c te d  —  task, 
so m e th in g  like 
w o n d e rin g  w here  
Jo a q u in ’s galloping steed  
was go ing  to p u t his flying 
hooves dow n n ex t in this 
ren d e rin g  o f th e  fam ous 
M o th e rlo d e  outlaw  by 
C h arles  N ah l.
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T h e  acorn was the Miwok staff-of-life. T hey  made 
from it biscuits, soup, mush and bread — both 
leavened and not. Harvest time was fall, when whole 
villages would gather the year’s crop in burden baskets 
and m ake loaves upon loaves of bread for storage. A 
good crop was cause for feast and ceremony; a poor one, 
tigh tened  belts and growling bellies.

T h e  M iwok graded the oaks for the value of their 
acorns. T h e  Black oak was their mainstay: good acorns, 
easy to husk, generally plentiful. N ext came the Valley 
oak: excellent acorns but hard to husk. Afterwards, the 
In terior live oak, Blue oak, scrub oak and tan oak.

Preparation began with shelling, mashing and then a 
leaching process since all acorns contain bitter tasting 
tannin . C rushing was done by pestle and mortar 
(“ uluw e” and “ lupu” ). Granite outcroppings along the 
foothill rivers are frequently pocked with these acorn 
mill sites w here Miwok women would gather and chat 
while m ashing the shelled acorns.
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T h e  meal was leached of tannin generally in small 
sandy depressions by the water’s edge. T h e  women 
w ould pour water through the meal slowly, beginning 
first w ith one or two applications of cold and finally 
working up to quite hot.

Afterwards, the meal could be cooked in a couple of 
ways, e ither in an earthen oven, or boiled in a cooking 
basket. H eat was applied with white hot rocks and the 
basket was prevented from burning by constant 
stirring.

T oday  the preparation of Native American food 
th reatens to becom e a lost art. Particularly in the case of 
Black oak acorn bread, though, such a loss would be 
more than merely cultural. Acorn bread makes a hearty, 
nutricious loaf with a dark, nutty flavor; spread with 
blackberry preserves, it makes for a meal far more 
A m erican than hot dogs.

W hat follows is a modern-day recipe provided by 
Roxanne Maloney.
2 cups acorn meal (Black oak 2 cups milk 
are easiest to hull;
Valley oak, 1 tsp. salt
the best tasting) Vz cup honey
2 cups com meal (or brown sugar)
1 cup flour (rye is good) 1 tsp. baking powder
3 eggs

C over the shelled acorns with boiling water and let sit 
for 24 hours. Drain and repeat, either once or twice 
m ore, depending on your patience and taste. After
wards, e ither in a food mill or blender, grind the result
ing m ixture to a meal-like consistency.

C om bine the acorn meal, corn meal, salt, flour and 
baking powder. Mix in the eggs, milk and honey. Bake 
at 375 for 30 m inutes or until done. (One variation is to 
use 3 cups acorn meal to 1 cup corn meal. M uch more 
acorny.)
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donm en t of the project, and indeed the closure of the whole 
m ine, around 1913.

Since then, the area has been used as sum m er range, most 
recently by the Pedro and Airola families of Columbia and 
Angels Cam p respectively.

Mile 12.4 M cL ean’s Ferry
Among the four ferries operating betw een Abbey’s and 

M elones, the earliest was started by George M cLean, an Eng
lishm an from Hawaii, in 1849. M cLean apparently had a swift 
sense o f tradition and within a year he was publicly referring to 
his operation as “ the old, established ferry on the river 
S tanislaus.” H e also, according to reports, had upon his pre
mises “ no less than two respectable wom en” at a time when 
such a thing was quite uncommon.

Indications are that the ferry closed operations when Harvey 
W ood, the ow ner of the prosperous Robinson’s Ferry down
stream , bought M cLean out in 1858.

M c L e a n ’s F e r r y .  “T h e  old es tab lish ed  ferry on the 
S tan islaus R iver” . Charles Nahlpainting.
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Mile 12.4 T he Sierra Railroad
A series o f cem ent trestle pilings on either side of the river 

marks the former crossing of the Angels line of the old Sierra 
Railroad, a 19 mile long branch connecting Jamestown and 
Angels Cam p built betw een 1899 and 1902.

T h e  Sierra Railroad was incorporated in February, 1897. Its 
five directors hoped to capitalize on the quartz mining boom 
currently  in progress in the M otherlode as well as to facilitate 
the growth of tim ber and, even in those days, tourism. T h e  first 
line constructed connected Oakdale and Jamestown and was 
com pleted  in 1897. Finishing the branch to Angels Camp how
ever, presented  some serious engineering problems —  namely, 
T ab le  M ountain and the Stanislaus Canyon. T h e  railway’s first 
engineer, in fact, declared the Stanislaus “ unm anageable” for 
all practical purposes. His replacem ent, however, W .H. 
N ew ell, was apparently more resourceful and much of the 
credit for the line’s eventual construction success is due to his 
conception.

T hroughou t late 1899 and early 1900 work progressed well 
towards T uttle tow n. T able  M ountain was successfully graded, 
avoiding the apparent necessity of an expensive tunnel. At 
about the same time, sum m er 1900, a steel trestle 140 feet long 
and 24 feet high was constructed over the river, despite the fact 
that the formidable canyon walls were as yet unapproached.

As the bridge was being com pleted, William Ralston, the 
hard bargaining owner of the M elones Mine, refused to grant 
right-of-way unless he was given substantial freight discounts. 
T h e  railroad m en responded by halting construction and threat
ening to re-route. T h ey  even w ent so far as to offer for sale 
their, as yet unused, trestle. A compromise was eventually 
reached, however, and beginning in August 1901, the work was 
recom m enced with vigor.

T h e  T uo lum ne side of the canyon drops 700 feet in two 
miles and was finally negotiated with a double switchback, 
called the McArdle switch because it began on the property of 
Ferguson McArdle. Tw o hundred men, laboring at $1.50 per 
day, k ep t the work progressing.

A scending the Calaveras side was slightly less difficult, re-
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quiring only one major switchback, the top of which was called 
“ G ee W hiz Poin t” . By late August 1902, the grading crew had 
m astered Carson Hill and most o f the relatively easy stretch 
betw een  the Hill and Angels Camp. On Monday, Septem ber 
15, the first train rolled betw een the two towns.

Angels Cam p held a parade for the event that the San 
Francisco Chronicle called “ the largest celebration in the little 
tow n’s history.” T w o brass bands played, a hot-air balloon went 
aloft w ith a parachutist aboard, and there were games, picnics, 
and square dancing all day long.

Archie Stevenot, a lifetime resident of Carson Hill, recalls 
one day in particular in the history of the railroad —  June 26, 
1906. A boxcar loaded with dynamite jum ped the track near 
G ee W hiz Point and exploded. T h e  brakeman managed to 
survive by jum ping clear, but one —  and possibly two — 
passengers were not so lucky. It was never exactly clear how 
m any had died; the only evidence was a gaping hole where the 
tracks had been.
T h e  Sierra Railroad T resde.



U nfortunately for the railroad promoters, the mineral, tim ber 
and tourism  business on their new line failed to materialize as 
hoped for. M eanwhile, the new trucking industry was becom
ing more and more com petitive. Service was gradually cut back 
over the period 1917 to 1936, until finally, in 1939, it was 
officially discontinued. Shortly afterwards, the tracks and 
trestle were taken up, marking the end of the canyon’s brief 
railroad era.

Mile 12.7 R obinson’s Ferry
Probably the most im portant of the four ferries established 

on the  Stanislaus betw een M elones and Abbey’s was the one 
begun at the base of Carson’s Hill by John Robinson and 
S tep h en  M ead in 1849.

R obinson’s Ferry, as it came to be known, linked the settle
m ents o f Angels Cam p and Sonora along a road that followed 
the present Highway 49 route quite closely.

As prosperity hit the Southern mines, and in particular the 
Carson Hill claims, business on the new ferry boomed. During 
one six w eek period in 1849, the two ferrymen reportedly took 
in $10,000.

Robinson and M ead sold their interest in the operation in 
1853 and in 1856 it fell into the hands of Harvey Wood who 
operated  it continuously until 1895 and became the best known 
ferrym an on the river.
R obinson’s Ferry. H arvey W ood escorts a buggy across 
th e  Stanislaus.
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H arv ey  W ood.

G randson of a Bedford, New York Squire, Harvey Wood 
forsook Eastern am enities for W estern adventure in 1849, arriv
ing in the M elones area in July. For a time he divided his 
energies betw een a general store and a prospect hole that he 
and two partners had a great deal of (misplaced) faith in.

W orthless gold mines are undoubtedly frustrating places to 
work under the best of circumstances. M elones, in 1849, 
though, m ust have been particularly galling to the partners — a 
fact reflected in W ood’s recollections of the period:

“ I t  w as  a lw ay s a m y s te ry  to  m e  w h a t  p a r t ic u la r  q u a l
if ic a tio n s  a w o rth le s s  d ru n k e n  v a g a b o n d  p o sse sse d  th a t 
h e  a lm o s t  in e v ita b ly  h a d  th e  r ic h e s t a n d  b e s t  c la im s, 
w h ile  a h a rd -w o rk in g , in d u s tr io u s  m a n , s tr iv in g  to 
m a k e  a fo r tu n e , v e ry  o f te n  fo u n d  it n ea rly  im p o ss ib le  to 
m a k e  e x p e n s e s .”

D espite  the inequities of fortune, Wood w ent on to become a 
prosperous businessm an and well-respected m em ber of the 
com m unity. After his death in 1895, his wife and son continued 
to operate Robinson’s Ferry until shortly before the first bridge 
was constructd at M elones in 1907.
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Mile 12.8 C arson’s Hill/M elones
T h e  river makes a riffled turn to the right bringing into view 

Carson’s Hill, a small flattened peak that for a time appeared to 
be the fabled “m other mountain of gold” beside which every 
o ther strike in history was destined to pale into insignificance. 
T h e se  w ere Carson’s Diggings, and the hill was known origi
nally as “ the crater” ; and fora very few lucky Forty-Niners, this 
is w here their rainbow finally came to rest.

D uring the first few months of the Gold Rush, when the 
territory ws still wide open, a few enterprising whites enticed 
the M iwoks with beads and other trade goods to bring back the 
“ shiny stones” from the creeks and river bottoms of the back
woods. Charles M. W eber was one of these early entrepreneurs 
and it was to his camp, on a creek near the American river, that a 
group o f Indians brought back samples of “ nugget gold” that 
galvanized the American miners of “W eberville” and brought 
them  hurriedly south to the Stanislaus.

Arriving separately, and a few months beforehand, wasa 
group o f m en dischrged from Colonel J.D . Stevenson’s New 
York V olunteers, part of the defunct California invasion force of 
the W ar with Mexico. Among them  was one James H. Carson, a 
form er Second L ieu tenant who gave his name to the creek 
which w atered their camp.

For those first few miners at the new diggings, the placer 
values w ere phenom enal. Carson and a few of his men, over a 
period o f ten days, were reported to have taken out 180 ounces 
each.

T h e  news of these discoveries had a predictable effect on the 
hordes of gold seekers already crowding the northern diggings 
and the resultant rush made Carson’s the biggest camp in the 
M otherlode by the fall of 1850.

It was at about this tim e, or a little later, that accounts of the 
diggings began to refer to them  by the name Melones, rather 
than Carson’s. T h e  new name was the Spanish word for “m e
lons” and derived from the fact that the creek bottom nuggets 
from the area had been washed smooth into the shape of 
w aterm elon seeds.
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Up until the end of 1850, the focus of the activities had been 
on Carson and Coyote Creeks, as well as the main river. As 
extraordinary as these finds had been, they were quickly over
shadow ed by a discovery made by William Hance on October 
20, 1850 w hen he uncovered a quartz gold vein on the top of the 
“crater” that was eventually described as “ the largest mass of 
vein gold ever found in the world, allowing all reasonable 
latitude for exaggeration.”

Among the six partners that Hance took in to exploit the vein 
was one by the name of Colonel Alfred Morgan, and together 
the seven staked out a claim that eventually became the basis 
for the world-famous Morgan mine.

A m ining report filed in the year 1868 described the find and 
the first efforts at mining it: “ . . . the rock was extremely rich; 
indeed , if the statem ents of those who lived at the place are to 
be taken, the gold was abundant beyond any parallel. On one 
occasion gold to the am ount of $110,000 was thrown down at 
one b last.”

U nderstandably, the discovery electrified the little camp as 
indeed  it did the entire state, creating a second rush of “cha
otic” proportions. Thousands of miners staked claims on the 
“crater” recently digging within just a few feet of one another 
in a feverish rush to ge to the best ore first. It was the height of 
the  California Gold Rush, and M elones became the archetypal 
cam p.

H ance m ade his discovery on October 20, 1850, and his 
Carson C reek  Consolidated M ining Co. filed their claim on 
N ovem ber 15. Uittle noticed at the time though was the fact 
that H ance, Morgan, e t al were attem pting to monopolize the 
en tire  find by laying claim to the full 1700 feet of vein. On the 
basis of the accepted “ laws” of the camps that limited each 
m iner to a spot no larger than 25 feet square, this was an 
outrageous excess; and w hen Morgan and company began 
efforts to enforce the self-proclaimed limits of their claim, the 
ensuing uproar effectively stopped all activity on the hill for a 
period o f almost a year while the “People’s Mining C o.” 
battled  with the seven partners in the courts, in the pages of 
local newspapers, and occasionally in the streets.

142



As an outgrowth of this conflict, Melones became the 
scene of heightening racial tension betw een the Anglos and 
M exican miners —  many of whom were working on shares for 
the  M organ Company. Captain Leonard Noyes, who, to
ge th er w ith some partners, w ent in on a claim not far from 
M elones and described the early days in his diary:

Soon after we bought the Block and Tackle claim, a 
crowd from San Francisco came up, and pitched all 
the  M exicans from the Morgan Claim and took 
possession of it. Before this the whole hill was worked 
by M exicans hired on shares and a Tow n called 
M elone was started on the opposit side of the Hill from 
Carsons. T his place called M elones was built of 
Brush streets say 10 feet wide lined on each side with 
these Brush houses where Gambling was carried on 
at an enorm ous extent, all the Mexicans having 
m oney. It was supposed that they stole more gold 
than they accounted for to Morgan & Co. I dont think 
there  was ever in the M ines so wicked a crowd. Some 
are killed every night, shooting and cutting all the 
tim e. O ur Cabbin was the opposite side of the hill 
som e 2 miles from M elones. We would usually go 
there Sunday nights in a bodey keeping together so 
as to be able to protect each other. I always felt in 
those narrow streets that I was liable to have a knife 
shoved into me at any m o m en t. . .
E ventually  the bickering and legal squabbles took their 

toll on the Morgan Company and by 1853 they were 
soliciting buyers for their operation. After some negotia
tions it ended  up in the hands of James G. Fair, a busi
nessm an with investm ents in the area. Fair, incidentally, 
w en t on to becom e one of the Comstock silver barons 
and the founder of the Fairm ont Hotel in San Francisco.

It was under Fair’s ownership, in 1854, that the famous 
“ Calaveras N ugget” was discovered. Richard Coke 
W ood gives this description of the nugget, generally 
acknow ledged to be the largest ever found in the United 
States.
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“T h e  nugget was fifteen inches long, nearly six 
inches wide and of irregular thickness, averaging four 
inches. A ttached to one side were pieces of quartz, 
b u t over eighty per cent of the lump was gold. It was 
w eighed on Adam Express Com pany’s scales in 
S tockton and balanced at 2576 ounces, or 214 
pounds and 8 ounces, Troy. T h e  gold was valued at 
seventeen  dollars an ounce and the worth estimated 
at $38,000, making allowances for the quartz at
tached to it .”

T h e  speed with which the camp at Carson’s sprang up was 
only equalled by the speed at which it was abandoned. By 
1858 a visitor to the camp describes “crumbling remains of 
stone chim neys and adobe ovens” and “ancient cabin re
m ains.” Rarely has history been on a faster track than among 
the goldfields o f California.

M elones A round 1900. L ooking across C oyote C reek . 
T h e  C arson  H ill stam p mill is v isible in the cen te r back.
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A second era opened for the town of Melones in 1898 when 
William D evereaux, a wealthy investor from New York City, 
constructed  a 60 stam p mill and began driving a new shaft 
into the base of Carson’s Hill. Power to the mill was provided 
by flum e w ater taken out of the Stanislaus with the help of a 
diversion dam installed approximately one mile below Par
ro tt’s Ferry.

Following D evereaux’s lead, four other companies soon 
began operations at M elones, injecting new life into the old 
cam p. In 1920 all five were consolidated into one corporation 
—  T h e  Carson Hill and M elones —  which betw een 1920 and 
1926 produced $6,000,000.

O perations continued on a reduced scale until 1942 when 
the W ar O rder L-202 shut down non-essential industries for 
the  war effort. It was the final blow, as it turned out, for the 
rem arkable Carson Hill claims; they were never re-opened.



BLACK BART
Charles E. Boles, alias Black Bart, was a gentlem en’s 

highwaym an —  possibly the original of his kind in the 
W est. Beginning in July of 1875 he successfully held up 
tw enty-eight stages before his luck finally turned on 
N ovem ber 3, 1883, and cruel fate delivered him into the 
hands of the law.

Bart was a man of some sensibilities and he built his 
reputation in crime and not only for his success, but also 
for his style. H e was b lunt with the drivers but unfailingly 
chivalrous with the ladies. And he left behind poetry. 
Bad poetry, to be sure —  Bart considered it a major part 
o f his crim e —  but, nevertheless, it was a classy touch.

Black Bart’s final hold-up occurred in the 
Stanislaus canyon, downstream by a few miles from 
M elones and is a story worth retelling:

Reason E. M cConnell, driver for the Nevada Stage 
C om pany, pulled out o f Sonora at four o’clock in the 
m orning Saturday, N ovem ber 3, 1883. He stopped in 
T u ttle to w n  and picked up a strongbox containing sev
eral hundreds of dollars in gold dust and coin. His next 
stop was Reynold’s Ferry, the crossing downstream of 
Robinson’s where Jimmy Rolleri asked to hitch a ride up 
to F u n k  Hill. H e had recently acquired a new rifle and 
in tended  to do some hunting with it.

At the foot of the hill, Rolleri hopped off to continue on 
foot and M cConnell’s stage began inching up the steep 
incline. It was near the top when Bart made his move. 
L eaping out of the underbrush, brandishing a shotgun 
and wearing a flour sack over his head, he m ust have 

b een  an arresting sight. M cConnell instantly recognized 
the th ie f and his intentions and reined his team in. T he  next 
few m inutes w ere spen t wrestling with the strongbox and 
forcing its latch. M eanwhile, Young Rolleri happened on 
the scene. T h ere  was a quick exchange of shots and Bart, 
w ounded in the hand, scurried off down the slope. Unfortu
nately for the bandit, he left behind a num ber of articles —



his brown derby, a bag of crackers, a handkerchief, a pair 
o f field glasses, a belt, a magnifying glass, a razor and two 
flour sacks. T h e  handkerchief proved to be Bart’s undoing 
for it was stam ped with a San Francisco laundry mark 
w hich soon led the authorities to Charles E. Boles.

Boles was convicted and sentenced to six years at San 
Q uen tin , during which time he took the opportunity to write 
to his sentencing judge expressing no hard feelings. Upon 
his release he took his leave of California and was heard 
from no more.

Jim m y Rolleri, for his part, was presented by the stage 
line w ith a new rifle inlaid with silver scrollwork —  a gener
ous gesture lessened somewhat when the gun exploded 
w ith the first shot. Jimmy was uninjured, however, and 
soon received a replacem ent —  w ithout the scrollwork.

147



Boats on the Stanislaus

Although w ritten descriptions are lacking, it seems prob
able that various, isolated individuals floated the stretch be
tw een C am p N ine and M elones in rubber boats commencing 
soon after the Second World War. W hen, how many, and with 
w hat success, though, would be hard questions to answer 
accurately.

T h e  first well docum ented trip took place in April, 1961, 
w hen a group of eleven Sierra Club kayakers put in at Camp 
N ine. Included among the group were: Elsa Bailey, Ray 
C ochran, John Bombay, Ray DeSaussure, Bob Elliott, T ed  
Fostiac, G len G aum er, M onte Rowell, Charley Smith, and 
Barbara T ilden . In 1961, whitewater kayaking, at least in the 
W est, was still in its infancy, and the “ Eskimo roll” was not a 
widely practiced technique. In fact, none of the group even 
wore protective helm ets for this first Stanislaus trip. An upset 
generally m eant a quick exit and a swim.

L ater that spring, Bryce W hitmore, who had just two years 
before bu ilt the first fibreglass kayak in the West, ran the
E lsa B ailey . One of the very first female kayakers in California, 
Elsa boated the Rogue River in Oregon in 1959, the first time it 
had been done with modern-style kayaks. Shown here at the 
1961 Salida, Colorado races.
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same stretch with Peter W hitney and Maynard Munger. 
W ithin a few weeks of this trip, Bryce was back with rubber 
boats and the first paying passengers.

In 1962 and 1963, Bryce’s was the only outfit rowing pas
sengers down the river. His brochure could guarantee the 
participants com plete solitude. But in the sum m er of 1963, 
the  old C am p N ine powerhouse was replaced with a larger, 
m ore m odern plant which re-distributed springtime high wa
ter to late in the season. T h e  Stanislaus suddenly became 
runnable throughout the summer. Shortly thereafter, Lou 
E lliott, H enry Felaney and a few others began offering trips 
on the  Stanislaus.

By 1980, the num ber of outfitters on the Stanislaus has 
grown to more than 30, and the total num ber of annual 
visitors to the river now exceeds 60,000 —  making the 
Stanislaus the third most popular whitewater river in the 
country.
R ay D eS a u ssu re . A sp e lu n k e r  as w ell as a w h ite  w ater 
b o a te r, D eS aussure  first b ecam e fam iliar w ith  th e  S tan islaus 
o u t o f his in te re s t  in caves. It was his suggestion  th a t b ro u gh t the  
S ierra C lu b  boaters to C am p  9 in April 1961.
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Modern Development on the Stanislaus:
T h e re  exist fourteen dams on the Stanislaus and its princi

pal forks. T h ey  range in size from 147 feet at Relief Creek to 
the  623 foot m onolith at N ew  M elones. Between them  they 
generate 138,000 kilowatts of power and yield 1.7 million 
acre-feet o f water. T h e  Stanislaus resource, to borrow a term, 
has been  exploited; it’s a hard-working river.

T h e  primary benefactors of the river’s energy and water 
are the  custom ers of PG & E and irrigators in Stanislaus and 
San Joaquin Counties.
W ater F low s Below  Camp Nine:

At the onset o f this section, a point should be made which 
occasionally becomes lost in the description of water re
leases from behind dams. T h e  Pacific Gas and Electric Com
pany, whose Cam p N ine facility determ ines the timing of the 
w ater flow in the late summer, manufactures no water. T hey 
redistribute water. If an August afternoon sees a healthy flow 
o f 1200 cubic feet per second of water, it is because a June 
m orning has been depleted  of a similar amount.

Bearing this fact in mind, what follows is a typical w eek’s 
schedule of w ater flow in the Stanislaus after spring run-off 
has ceased to be an im portant factor, and before the onset of 
w inter rain.
NOTE: W ater in the Stanislaus travels at a speed of 2-4 miles 
per hour. T h e  hours quoted below refer to Camp Nine. Down
stream  locations will experience a delay proportional to their 
distance from the powerhouse.
Monday — Friday: An averge flow would be 900 cubic feet 
per second, more than enough to make the river navigable. 
C am p N ine releases for approximately twelve hours per day, 
7 a.m . to 7 p .m ., although minor fluctuations during the mid
dle o f the day are not unknown.
Saturday — Sunday: W eekend flows do not differ dramati
cally for those released M onday through Friday on the 
Stanislaus. Exceptions are generally caused by holiday 
w eekends which reduce power dem and, or equipm ent mal
functions.
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: N e w  M elones D am . Fourth  largest earthfill dam  in th e  w orld, 
rp le te d  in 1979 at a cost o f  $341 million.





THE TUOLUM NE RIVER:Mile by Mile
Researched by Larry Shepherd



T H E  T U O L U M N E

Jaw bone Country
Seen on a topographic map, where it doglegs around 

H u n te r Bend, the name is appropriate: from Lum sden Bridge, 
the  steep  range of hills north of the river is called Jawbone 
Ridge. Originally pioneered and hom esteaded by the Lum s
den  family at the turn of the century, it is a formidable land, and 
those who followed were to soon discover that it was suited to a 
single ven tu re  —  cattle.

A num ber o f Groveland ranchers ran their cattle into the 
Jaw bone C ountry in the early years of this century. Prominent 
am ong them  were three families of recent Italian immigration: 
the  F erre tti’s, Boitano’s, and Rosasco’s. W hen spring arrived 
w ith its long warm days, and the hillsides of Jawbone Country 
tu rned  green with luxuriant grasses, the drive began, and 
hundreds of cattle were herded down the Lum sden trail, across 
the old covered bridge, and into the prime grazing land. T he  
area cen tered  around the Meyers Ranch, a few miles into the 
country, and w ent as far back as Cherry Creek. In Septem ber, 
before the rainy season, the cattle were rounded up and trailed 
back out.

In 1918, the county was afflicted by a particularly virulent 
strain of flu. T h e  illness, referred to as Spanish influenza, 
reached an epidem ic of such proportions that by the autum n of 
tha t year, county residents were required to wear protective 
cloth face masks in public, or risk a fine and/or imprisonment.

O u t on the range, several of the cattlem en contracted the 
disease, and quickly became extremely ill. In a desperate 
a ttem p t to reach home, they tied themselves to their horses and 
set out to find the crossing at Lum sden. T hey  finally reached 
their G roveland ranches, but for two of the men it was too late. 
John F rederick Rosasco died on Novem ber 6, 1918 of 
“ broncho-pneum onia and influenza” . His partner, Joseph 
A ugustus Ferretti, died a w eek later of similar causes. A third
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partner, Joseph Boitano, recovered, and survived his contem 
poraries by fifty years.

A nother Groveland rancher who sum m ered his stock in the 
Jaw bone C ountry was T im  Carlon. A native of the country, 
Carlon was the first local cattlem an to die a millioniare. He was 
strictly a self-m ade man, and earned his fortune through hard 
work —  although reportedly his neighbors would now and then 
notice a few freshly branded Carlon calves trailing after their 
own heifers. For whatever reasons, Carlon was usually accom
panied by a hired gun, a man by the name of Morrain.

T h e  cattle drives down the Lum sden Road continue to this 
day. O ne of the  contemporary cowboys, Les Peters, estimated 
tha t he has helped owner Leonard Brooks move upwards of 800 
H ereford and Angus cattle into the Jawbone Country in each of 
the  last several years. It takes a full day to drive the herd down 
the dusty  road, and it is not uncommon to lose an animal or two 
over the side.

T im  C arlon
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T im  Carlon wasn’t the only man to make a fortune in the 
Jaw bone Country, another rugged individualist by the name of 
W illiam Ham  Hall did the same thing. And he did it in only four 
years w ithout herding up a single head.

H am  Hall, as he was known, was state engineer from 1878 to 
1889 during which tim e he conducted preliminary survey work 
in the Elanor and Cherry Creek drainages — two major tribu
taries to th eT u o lu m n e . In 1901, w hen the city ofSan Francisco 
was preparing its plans for the H etch H etchy project, it was 
generally recognized that water rights to the Cherry and Elanor 
tributaries would also be required, in order to make adequate 
the project’s entire water and power yield. However, to prop
erly locate w ater rights, certain prescribed “ improvements” 
have to be m ade in the drainage or the applied-for rights will 
legally expire.

T h is  was a requirem ent apparently neglected by the City as 
it spen t the years betw een 1902 and 1906 embroiled in the 
H etch  H etchy battle. Mr. Hall, however, now in private prac
tice, was not nearly so distracted. He spent the time forming a 
private corporation, the Sierra W ater and Ditch C o ., buying out 
all the private holdings in the two basins, and building the 
necessary im provem ents —  in this case many miles of access 
trails. T h e  road that heads upstream from Lum sden bridge, in 
fact, connects with an old Ham Hall trail going up Cherry 
C reek. As a result of this activity, when the City finally got 
around to beginning work on its Elanor and Cherry dams, it 
found itself w ithout the necessary water rights.

D espite  the public outcry and a series of court challenges, it 
was finally determ ined that Mr. Hall had indeed successfully 
“ju m p ed ” the C ity’s claim. T h e  final act in the scheme must 
have been  particularly galling to the project’s promoters when 
they w ere forced to approach Hall in order to buy back the 
w ater rights —  at his price —  a bit over one million dollars.
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H am  H all. An ex trem ely  com 
p e te n t  businessm an  and eng i
n e e r , H all resigned  in d isgust 
from  g o v e rn m en t in 1888 w hen 
th e  leg isla tu re  refused  to fund 
his office ad eq u ate ly . Before 
b eco m in g  em bro iled  in the  
H e tc h  H e tc h y  controversy, 
H all sp e n t th e  years 1890-1898 
in S o u th  Africa as a m in ing  con
su lta n t, and  in 1899 developed  
a T ran scau casu s irrigation sys
te m  in C zarist Russia. H e  died 
in 1934.
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Lum sden Road

Clinging to the precipitous south slope, the Lum sden 
road, known to the old-timers as the 8-9 Road, descends for five 
perilous miles to a flat alongside the river. T hence upstream for
2.1 miles to the Lum sden bridge where it crosses the river and 
heads on up into Jawbone country. Originally a trail scratched 
ou t of the  hillside in the 1890’s by the Lum sden boys, David 
and Jam es, together with a crew working for the Golden Rock 
W ater Com pany, the Lum sden trail became a road for its first
2.2 miles in 1916 w hen H etch H etchy workers opened it up 
down to their Adit 8-9 Camp. T h e  Adit 8-9 was a short tunnel 
driven into the ridge some 25 or 30 feet with the purpose of 
providing construction access for the main M ountain Division 
T u n n e l taking H etch H etchy water on the 2nd leg of its 149 
mile journey to San Francisco.

D uring the depression, the Civilian Conservation Corps took 
the road the rest o f the way down to the river. Currently it is 
k ep t up by the Forest Service who maintains two public camp
grounds at its foot, one on either bank of the river.

Sons of a Scottish immigrant, James and David Lum sden 
were drawn from their native Vermont to California in the late 
1850’s, and settled in an area known as Boneyard, in southern 
T u o lu m n e C ounty, in 1859. Although the quest for gold was 
their original am bition, the energetic brothers were to learn that 
o ther endeavors could be as lucrative, and frequently more 
reliable, than prospecting.

By the late 1890’s, the numerous quartz mines dotting the 
T u o lu m n e River canyon and surrounding area had a continuing 
need  of w ater to power their milling machinery. During the 90’s 
both Jam es and David were employed by the Golden Rock 
W ater Co., the owner and operator of a system of ditches and 
flum es supplying many of these sites with South Fork 
T u o lu m n e water. James was in charge of building and main
taining flum ing for the system. Both he and David additionally
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T u olu m ne G rove  
D ead  Giant. James 
and David 
Lumsden cut this 
Yosemite landmark with hand augurs 
and axes in 1912.

T h e L um sden Bridge.
Between about 1912 and 1928 
the Lumsden Bridge was cov
ered to protect the decking.
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cu t trails and built bridges in the still virgin backcountry. It was 
probably Jam es who, in the early 1880’s, put in the first trail 
bridge at the  site which is now spanned by a structure put in by 
the  C C C  in 1934, and known as the Lum sden bridge.

T h e  L um sden families had grown by the turn of the century; 
and in addition to owning ranches on the south side of the river, 
they began to explore and hom estead the Jawbone country on 
the river’s north side. T h ey  developed a num ber of mines, had 
a cattle ranch, horses, and even for a short time in that remote 
region, supported a post office.

T h e  brothers continued to be enormously industrious during 
the  early years of the new century. In 1902, David became a 
part ow ner of the Big Oak Flat —  Yosemite Stage Company, 
whose line carried passengers from Chinese Camp to Yosemite 
Valley until 1916, w hen completion of the Hetch H etchy Rail
road m ade the stage run obsolete. At the same time, James was 
serving as the assessor for the Fourth District, which included 
the town of Groveland.

T h e  L um sden’s were long-time residents and very promi
n en t figures o f T uolum ne County, David settling down to his 
ranch not far from Priest’s Station on the road to Coulterville.

Jam es L um sden and Fam ily. From  left to right:
J im m ie , L e e , F orrest, M attie , Jam es Sr., (back) John , T o m m y , 
M rs. L u m sd en , G eorge, D avid and Calvin. A T u o lu m n e  C o u n ty  
p ioneer, Jam es bu ilt m iles o f back co u n try  trails and a n u m b er o f 
bridges before the  tu rn  o f th e  cen tu ry . T a k e n  at his place near 
P riest S tation  in 1910.
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T h e ir  activities were continually chronicled in the county 
new spaper, the Independent —  from David’s nine m onth so
journ in Verm ont, to letters from James, long after he had 
m oved to Richm ond to work for the Standard Oil Company.

W hen David died in 1913, the Independent described him as 
one of the most honorable of men, with the kindness of 

heart and ready generosity which was characteristic of the old 
p ioneers.” According to the brothers’ contemporaries, the 
words described them  both equally well.

Mile 0.2 M eral’s Pool Rapid*
Form ed by a gravel bar and collection of boulders collected 

beh ind  a granite ledge located at the top of M eral’s Pool.
T h e  starting point for most boating trips on the Tuolum ne 

got its nam e from Gerald Meral, who, together with Dick 
S underland, was the first to boat the upper section of the 
T u o lu m n e from Cherry Creek to Lum sden Bridge, in 
N ovem ber of 1968. Gerry became one of the founders of 
F riends of the River in 1974 when he helped direct the cam
paign to pass Proposition 17, the ballot measure written to save 
the Stanislaus River. In 1976, newly elected Governor Jerry 
Brown appointed Gerry to a deputy directorship at the State 
D ep artm en t of W ater Resources.

A couple of water gauges are also installed at Meral’s Pool. 
T h e  Forest Service pu t in the simple stick gauge in 1973 as a 
part of a federal study of the river. A key to the gauge’s numbers 
exists on a signboard up the bank near the parking area. T he  
second gauge used to be m aintained by the United States 
Geological Survey. Formerly it contained a mechanical clock
works that recorded daily fluctuations on a year-long roll of 
paper.

A cable once stretched across the water by the gauge. It was 
used to carry a worker out to the m iddle of the stream where he 
could lower a flow gauge.

‘ M ileages will be figured according to the U nited States Geological Survey 
quad maps. By convention, M ile 0.0 is located at the  confluence of the south 
and main forks of the T u o lu m ne.
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Mile .6 B ond’s Goat Camp
Just below Harvest Hole, the river pools up for a short 

stretch. T o  the right is a sandy bar at the downstream end of 
w hich are the burn t remains of an old cabin. T his was the Bond 
brothers’ old place, Goat Camp.

F red Bond first began taking a herd of sheep and goats down 
to this beach around 1915. He and his wife Viola, a Miwok 
wom an, built a cabin down on the river and ended up spending 
a good part o f each year there —  tending their herd, raising a 
small garden.

Fred  died unexpectedly in 1928 —  Les Phelan remembers 
him as a “good provider” —  and his younger brother Jim took 
over the herd, spending part of each year at the cabin along the 
river, and part o f it up at Greeley Flat. During the time he spent 
there , he lived on fish, milk and an occasional slaughtered goat. 
Som etim es his brothers Bub and George would come down to 
pay a visit, bu t for the most part he kept the camp to himself.

Around 1940 Jim Bond left the camp and w ent to work at the 
M yers Ranch outside of Groveland. His visits to Goat Camp 
becam e less and less frequent until finally the place was de
stroyed in the W alton Spur fire of 1949.

Mile .9 Gold Queen Mine
T h e  Gold Q ueen Mine sits atop the upperm ost ridge of 

the south canyon, more than 1500 feet above the river, a short 
d istance downstream  from the Adit 8-9 site.

Its location is deceiving, because the Gold Q ueen is not a 
hard rock m ine, but an unusual “ hillside placer” . A formation 
called the Gravel Range cuts through the area; over millions of 
years, this former river bottom has become stranded and raised 
above its northward moving source. Among the many miners 
who sought their fortune in the dusty foothills were some who 
recognized that in these tightly packed formations of hardpan 
gravel, the potential for rich deposits of placer gold was great. 
M ining operations com m enced in the early 1850’s and con
tinued  on a commercial scale until 1900.

C aleb Dorsey, one of the county’s more illustrious and civic- 
m inded citizens, had an interest in the mine during the latter
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part o f the century along with his son, Colonel Dorsey. An 
association with the mining com m unity seems to have been 
unfortunate for the younger Dorsey, as he is reported to have 
been  shot to death some years later in a cabin on the 
Philadelphia Diggings claim, near the Stanislaus River.

T h e  gravel slopes of the Gold Q ueen lent themselves well to 
hydraulicking and w ere being shredded by the water “mon
itors” in the late 1860’s. Like most hydraulic site, the Gold 
Q ueen  was shut down by the Sawyer decision of 1884.

Claims continued to be filed on the Gold Q ueen site by 
private individuals for many years, however, continuing to the 
present. In the early 1930’s an elaborate sluicing system was 
constructed, em ploying an elevated tank which conveyed wa
ter to the operation. In the latter 30’s, a group of 8 claimants 
filed a series o f contiguous claims around the site, the Gold 
Q ueen  num ber 1-5. T h e  limited availability of a constant 
source of water, however, has always restricted the scope of 
m ining activities here.

Mile 1.1 N am eless Rapids
T h e  bedrock here is granite, but the boulders are of a mineral 

know n as ‘’chert” and m ust have slid from high up on the 
canyon walls.

Mile 1.5 Adit 8-9
At Sunderland’s C hute, the river makes a sharp turn to the 

north. As you approach the bend from upstream, you can see 
tailings a few hundred above the river on the south side wall. 
T h e se  are from the old Bossy Bar claim that reputedly yielded a 
$30,000 pocket around the turn of the century.

Approxim ately 1000 feet up the wall from Bossy Bar is the 
portal to Adit 8-9 of the Hetch H etchy M ountain Division 
T u n n e l. Adit 8-9 is a short tunnel driven laterally into the wall. 
It enabled  H etch  H etchy crews to begin working on the main 
tunnel from an additional two faces.

L ike the o ther adit sites, 8-9 required a large and perm anent 
work force. A construction camp was built in 1917 at the loca
tion and the workers lived in 22 adjoining bunkhouses. Food
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T he 8-9 Adit C am p. Taken in 1920.
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and supplies were shipped up from the valley on the Hetch 
H etchy  Railroad which paralleled the aqueduct, and then 
trucked to the camp.

C ertain  personal items were not always stocked in the com
pany’s stores and, as a result, traveling salesmen would make 
w eekly visits into the adit camps, hawking a varied selection of 
sundries. Vernon Peugh rem em bers one such man in particular 
who evidently  w heeled his Model T  around on the 8-9 access 
road a bit too hastily. T h e  drive was steep and unrailed and 
salesm an and flivver vanished over the brink. Unluckily for the 
man it was evening, and no one observed his abrupt departure.

T h e  next morning, as the crews prepared to go to work, 
som eone spied a battered and bruised arm suddenly appear 
over the spoils pile. It had taken the unfortunate businessman 
all n ight to crawl back up the hill. Vernon reports that his pride 
suffered the worst.

E rnie Beck, an Englishm an who chose the rigors of the 
American W est over those of the British Navy in 1909, ended 
up working on the project during its heyday and remembers 
w hat boom tim es they were. Seven hundred men were working 
around the clock in 8-hour shifts.

For a tim e Ernie was a locomotive hostler for the Hetch 
H etchy  Railroad and had three train crews to wake up every 
m orning at 4 a.m . He soon discovered he could save time by 
starting his rounds with the “ public establishm ents” where 
m ost of his charges could generally be found in varying states of 
readiness.

T h e  fact that the Prohibition Act was still in force at the time 
seem s to have had a reverse impact in Groveland where a 
tee to ta ler m ight have died of thirst. Catherine Cobden Haight, 
a long-tim e resident, guesses that there were “only two public 
establishm ents in town that were never either saloons or bor
dellos —  the church and the post office.”

In 1922 the M ountain Division T unnel was completed and 
the cam p was packed up. T w enty  years later, when the fire 
towers were being m anned year round on the look-out for 
Japanese Zeroes, a 24 hour guard was posted at the Hetch 
H etchy  Reservoir to prevent any efforts at poisoning the cid-

166



167



168



zens of San Francisco. And, just to be on the safe side, all the 
adit portals, including 8-9, were bulldozed shut.
Mile 1.6 H ackam ack’s Hole

Bob H ackam ack is a M odesto area activist who has been 
battling for the preservation of the T uolum ne River for almost 
15 years. In 1971 he coordinated the publication of a Sierra 
C lub study on the river and has been the lead spokesman for 
the  conservation forces ever since.

Mile 2.1 Ram shead Rapids 
Mile 2.5 India Rapids

N am ed after India Flem ing, the first woman to kayak this 
stretch  of the river (she was 14 at the time).

Mile 3.2
A contact zone exists in the bedrock here betw een granite 

and a “ m elange” (literally, “ m ixture” ), of chert-argillate. 
T h e se  minerals were all originally layers of sedim ent on a 
pre-historic ocean floor. Intense heat and pressure have com
bined to fold, warp and eventually transform (“m etam orph
ose” ) these early sedim ents into the much harder minerals we 
see today.

From  this point to Wards Ferry the river flows through chert, 
argillate, schists, m etam orphosed volcanic rocks and marble. 
All o f w hich have been intruded by bands (“dikes” ) of granite 
and basalt.

M ost of the rapids are formed with the river cuts across the 
chert bedrock at an angle to its deformations and fold-lines.

Mile 4.9 S tem  Rapids
An excellent opportunity to observe a chert boulder at ex

trem ely close range.

Mile 5.3 Evangelist Rapids
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Mile 6.0 C lavey River
T h e  confluence of the Ciavey River and the main 

T u o lu m n e marks the western boundary of Jawbone Ridge. 
T h e  upper drainage of this stream, indicated on maps prior to 
the turn of the century by various names, —  including Big 
C anyon C reek  and the M iddle Fork of the Tuolum ne, —  was 
first used as a sum m er grazing area by an English immigrant 
nam ed William Clavey in the 1890’s.

From  his ranch in La Grange, Clavey would trail his cattle 
into the D odge Ridge area. T h e  family soon began to home
stead the territory, and obtained grazing rights to large tracts of 
N ational Forest land. Around 1906, the stream that watered 
this area becam e known as the Clavey River.

A son, William Robert Clavey, Jr., continued the family’s 
cattle in terests into the 1940’s. T h e  younger Clavey, who as he 
advanced in years was affectionately known as “Old Man 
Clavey” , seem s to have been widely respected. He preferred 
the  old ways and was described as “a horse and buggy man” . 
H e traveled everywhere in a buckboard wagon, long after 
autom obiles becam e commonplace. H e was also known to 
enjoy a drink or two. Sharing a dem ijohn of wine with the old 
man on a cattle drive, or while working on his property, was a 
frequen t and pleasant ritual, according to Miller Sardella.

Sardella w orked on several cattle drives for Clavey. T h e  trip 
would take four days from La Grange, with stops at Chinese 
C am p, Sonora, and M iddle Camp, before reaching the Clavey 
C am p destination. T h e  herd often num bered betw een three 
and four hundred.

A particularly vivid recollection of Sardella’s concerned the 
tim e that he, A1 Hagen, and Old Man Clavey were on a buck
board trip to La Grange. Clavey was at the reins, and the two 
others were sitting atop a couple of beehives. T hey  stopped 
near Sullivan C reek for a bit of refreshm ent before continuing 
their journey. It was near Jamestown that the ride became 
exceedingly rough, and in the jostling one of the hive lids 
w orked free. Im m ediately the wagon was swarming with furi
ous bees. Both Sardella and Hagen jum ped clear, but Clavey 
continued on, last seen swatting wildly at the bees with his hat
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W illiam C lavey,
J r . At his home

stead in the upper 
Clavey drainage, around 1938.

and trying to control the team, as his buckboard careened down 
the road.

T h e  Clavey River was also the water source for the twin 
turbines o f the T uolum ne Company powerhouse, located two 
miles dow nstream  on the main river. W ater was flumed out of 
the  Clavey at H unter Bend, a point four miles up from the 
confluence.

F urth er downstream  on the Clavey, less than a couple of 
hundred  yards from where the two rivers met, a temporary 
diversion dam was constructed about 1904. T his provided wa
ter for a secondary flume and additionally served as a holding 
pond for the  construction lum ber cut at Quilty Mills and skid
ded  to the ridgetop from which a dry lum ber flume stretched 
1100 feet to the holding pond below. Lum ber would come 
sm oking down the conveyance and explode into the water. T he  
work was extrem ely dangerous, and on the morning of October 
20, 1906, a serious accident occurred. An 18 foot piece of
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lum ber jum ped the chute and struck a young Groveland man 
ju st below his right shoulder. T h e  force of the blow nearly 
severed the arm of Jam es W hite, who was 17 at the time, and for 
th ree  days, while his co-workers were unable to transport him 
over the rough terrain, he was close to death. It was finally 
decided that he would have to be moved, and accordingly he 
was carefully pu t into a flume boat and floated down to the 
pow erhouse w here Dr. Pond from Big Oak Flat finished the 
am putation.

W hile it is remarkable that young W hite was able to survive 
this experience, w hat is perhaps just as remarkable is that today 
he is still able to tell of it. After having recovered from the 
accident, Jim  W hite taught him self to write with his left hand in 
1912, ran for county tax collector. H e won then, just as he was 
to win more than a dozen times before retiring in 1967. Today 
he lives in good health with his wife near M onterey, one of the 
o ldest surviving pioneers of T uolum ne County.

T h e  Clavey River confluence has also been the site of some 
placer m ining activity, although with results generally less than 
overwhelm ing.

C harles Jones, who had a fine reputation as a mountain man 
and trapper, but was not, apparently, so well known as an acute 
judge  of mineral prospects, held a claim at the Clavey for some 
years just after the turn of the century. Jones, an easy going 
Placerville native whose uncharacteristic voice earned him the 
nicknam e “ Sister” , was never able to show much in the way of 
results for his work on his Clavey claim, although he remained 
undaun ted .

In later years, Sister became a ranch foreman on Ed 
C o b d en ’s place, outside of Groveland, and would occasionally 
en terta in  the younger C obden’s with tales of past adventures — 
of narrow escapes and nearly found fortunes. It was in this last 
category that Sister was certain his Clavey claim belonged.

In 1927, rem em bering the conviction of his father’s foreman, 
H arry and his schoolmate Melvin Belli took what was probably 
the  first boat trip down the Tuolum ne, using a roughly con
structed  log raft. T h e  ostensible purpose of their trip was to file 
a placer claim down at the Clavey, but by the time they got
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there—  two days after having started out —  their interest in 
m ining seem s to have waned, perhaps because of the rigors of 
the trip. For w hatever reason, they hiked out, and the mining 
industry lost a pair o f young prospects to the legal profession, as 
both C obden and Belli w ent on to become well-known 
attorneys. (See Boats on the Tuolumne for a longer description of 
this trip).

Around 1932, a young C onnecticut native, tired of depres- 
sion-era Stockton, decided to try his hand at prospecting. His 
nam e was Alexander Klimas and he figured that sleeping out in 
the open air m ight be be tter for a man than the cem ent floors of 
an S .C .R .A . camp, so he headed into the mountains.

N o t m any of the “bedrock scratchers” of that period made 
fortunes in gold, and Alexander’s chances of bucking those 
odds w ere significantly reduced when he landed down at Sister 
Jones’ old claim on the Clavey. Apparently the values hadn’t 
im proved m uch in the twenty years since Sister left the place 
and A lexander was hard pressed sometimes just to keep himself 
in beans and bacon. But there are many less attractive places in 
the world to m ake a living —  however slim — and Alexander 
k ep t at it over the years, spending his summers down by the 
river and w intering up on top in the Groveland area.

A lexander built a couple of cabins on his claim, the first one 
during the thirties. It was dug into the hillside on the south side 
of the  river, just upstream  of the falls. In 1955 or so he improved 
on his old structure, hauling six bags of foundation cem ent 
dow n the old CCC trail from the ridge top and salvaging m ate
rials from the abandoned cabins at Indian Creek that the pow
erhouse crew used to bunk in.

Particularly during his first few years, Alexander shared the 
upper canyon with a num ber of other prospectors. On one 
occasion, a neighbor of his who’d been working the beach just 
across the river became stranded by rising water. For six weeks 
A lexander w atched him become increasingly distressed as the 
rains continued to fall. A rescue was finally effected when 
A lexander m anaged to throw him a pieced together rope and 
cable.

173



Som etim e in the 40’s, Alexander put up a cable crossing at a 
point about a quarter mile upstream from the confluence. N ot 
long thereafter the Forest Service replaced it with the crossing 
tha t can still be seen today.

Nowadays, A lexander spends most of his time in a cabin up 
along the M iddle Fork of the T uolum ne, although he still 
prospects for a part o f ech sum m er down on the main river — 
just as he has for 49 years. His cabin was inhospitably torn down 
by the Forest Service in 1970, but Alexander has no bitterness. 
D esp ite  the fact that the panning never was any good down at 
the  Clavey, one has the feeling that Alexander Klimas had 
found w hat he’d come looking for.
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Mile 6.0 C lavey Falls
A chert bedrock ledge with stranded boulders makes for one 

of California’s more legendary rapids.

Mile 8.2 Tuolum ne Pow er H ouse
T h e  massive foundation seen on the right bank once sup

ported the twin 500 horsepower turbines of the Tuolum ne 
Pow er H ouse. Built in 1905 and 06, the plant was the one and

T h e T uolum ne Pow erhouse. A pparently  the  only pho tog raph  still 
in ex istence. T a k e n  by Sonora pho tog rapher M. A zevedo in 1908.
4  Cable Crossings.

D urin g  the  30’s, the Forest Service cu t a series of firebreaks 
in to  the  T u o lu m n e  Canyon, and at the point w here these breaks' 
h it th e  river, bu ilt cable crossings. T h e  only crossing still in place 
is a t M ile 5 .8 , ju s t above the Clavey, although two others were 
p u t in at M ile 3.8 and 10.3.
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only installation of the T uolum ne Electric and Transmission 
C o ., a firm headed by a couple of ambitious San Jose business
m en, R. W. H ersey and C.W . Quilty. T h e  two hoped to 
captialize on the new power m arket created by the recent 
upsurge in Southern Belt quartz mining.

By 1904 the two entrepreneurs had obtained necessary w ater 
rights from the Clavey River and a deed to a construction site, a 
sandy bar 1 mile upstream  of Indian Creek. Although the site 
had a num ber of advantages — it was level and well situated 
with respect to a substantial water supply —  it had one major 
disadvantage —  lack of accessibility. But, in 1905, a precipitous 
road was cut down the south side and into the drainage of 
Indian C reek. T h e  work was contracted out to the young 
Boitanos, Vic, Joe and Bob, and was known for a time as the 
Boitano Road. Its final mile ran alongside a river on a founda
tion o f intricately laid masonry.

Across from the plant itself, the road spanned the river via a 
plank and cable bridge whose stone abutm ents are still standing 
today.

By February of 1907, the powerhouse had been built, and 
the  lines to Groveland had been surveyed and strung. All that 
rem ained was the completion of the four and a half miles of 
C lavey flum e. W hen the sixteen man carpenter’s crew finished 
that task, it launched the electrical age for many of the mines 
south of the  river.

T h e  next sum m er turned out to be one of the driest on 
record, bu t H ersey and Q uilty’s little utility stayed in full 
operation, thanks to the size of the Clavey watershed. T hat 
sam e year, construction was being finished on an auxiliary 
flum e from Grapevine Creek, to be used w henever the main 
channel needed  repairs. M eanwhile, times were still flush for 
the  local mines and the T uolum ne Electric and Transmission 
Com pany was thinking expansion. In 1910, a crew was begin
ning the foundation work for a new 1200 horsepower Pelton 
turbine wheel.

But it was never installed. T h e  powerplant was as dependent 
on the mines as they were upon it, and when they began to play 
ou t after 1910, the company’s fortunes began a slow decline.

176



M odern-day V iew  o f the Pow erhouse
Shortly thereafter, it was acquired by the San Francisco and 
Sierra E lectric and W ater Co. who were, in turn, bought out by 
PG & E  in the early 30’s.

In the  m eantim e, the T uolum ne powerhouse had gone out 
o f operation in 1914, made obsolete by a more modern system. 
T h e  structure itself was largely destroyed by the Cave Diggings 
fire o f 1928 and the flood of 1937 that nearly took out the 
L um sden  and Wards Ferry bridges as well.

Mile 8.5 Grapevine Greek 
Mile 8.8 Indian Greek

Indian C reek  m eets the main river from the south. Shortly 
upstream  of the confluence, and just off the powerhouse access 
road, is a hard rock shaft that penetrates the hillside for over a 
quarter o f a mile. It is likely that this was the Golden Cliff, 
w orked in 1921 by L ee Bean who lived in one of the pow
erhouse crew cabins on a bench just up Indian Creek.

A lexander Klimas reports that a couple of depression-era 
m iners also tried their luck at the claim in the early 30’s. T hey

177



178



soon left, though, for railroading jobs, and better pay perhaps.
A lthough many who knew  him were unaware, Lee Bean was 

a full-blooded Cherokee, born in Sheep Ranch, Calaveras 
C ounty  of parents who had come from the Cherokee Nation in 
M issouri. Bean was very familiar with the T uolum ne Canyon, 
having w orked on quartz mines there as early as 1890. Among 
his claims w ere the Grand Prize, the W hite Hawk, and the 
C herokee.

Perpetually  barefoot, Bean was an excellent outdoorsman 
who lived by hunting, trapping and fishing in the canyon. He 
lived for a tim e in Jawbone Country, as well as on Indian Creek 
w here he installed a bear trap at the top of the hill.

L ee lived out his final years in a cabin near the Joice place, at 
the  top of Indian C reek Road. H e gradually became quite 
reclusive. Harry C obden reports that his mail and groceries 
w ere left for him  in a tree. Charlie W hite, the older brother of 
Jim  who suffered the accident on the Clavey flume, took a 
special in terest in L ee and would look after him. Cobden, too, 
becam e som ething of his friend when a stormy night drove him 
to the  herm it’s door once on a hunting trip.

L ee  Bean died of pneum onia, Septem ber 2, 1937. By the 
few who knew  him, he was rem em bered well.

Mile 8.8 Indian Gamp
T h e  beach at Indian Creek has been formed by sand settling 

ou t in the eddy formed on the inside of this sharp right hand 
bend. A section of the T uolum ne River Power House penstock 
can be seen on the beach.

Mile 9.3 Mt. Diablo Base Line
T h e  river crosses the U .S.G .S. Mt. Diablo Meridian. T he 

m ountain’s peak is 98 miles away, due west.

Mile 10.1 Gray’s Grindstone 
Mile 11.9 Thread-the-Needle 
(“C hicken Shot”) Rapids
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Mile 12.4
T h e  w hite streaks on the cliff directly downstream are gra

nite dikes.

Mile 12.8 T he Ellie Winton Claim
T h e  Ellie W inton claim, an unpatented quartz mine, ex

ists here on the left, just at the top of Steam boat Rapids. 
W inslow H ubbard originally filed it in 1874 and may have been 
the one to cut the trail into it. Hubbard was a leading citizen of 
the area w hen Groveland was still known by the descriptive 
nam e of Garrote, m eaning “ hanging” in Spanish.

Les Phelan helped his father haul tim ber down to the Ellie 
W inton w hen the shaft ws being extended around 1904. At the 
tim e, the paten tee  was T . J. Crowley who had a crew of 12 
w orking for him.

T h e  Ellie W inton shut down suddenly, sometime around 
1909, and the machinery and crew’s quarters were left aban
doned. T h e  Tuolumne Independent lam ented: “T his is one of the 
num erous properties in this district that has been mismanaged. 
T h e  form er operators, T u re tt and Jacobs, were not only inex
perienced bu t deadbeats —  taking their departure and leaving 
our m erchants and miners in the lurch for several 
hundred  dollars.”

Jim  Burns, an old time Groveland resident, was eventually 
hired to caretake the place. Burns, who apparently had a pow
erful liking for raw garlic, found the solitary style suited him 
well. Les Phelan rem em bers he would sit alone at each setting 
at the  crew’s 12 place table until it became m ounded over with 
the remains of his garlic habit, at which time he would simply 
move down a spot. Les goes on to remark that Jim entertained 
very little.

T h e  original cabin burnt down sometime in the 20’s, there 
have been  fisherm en’s cabins on the site for periods on and off 
ever since. T h e  most recent, still standing, was erected in the 
m id-50’s.

D irectly across form the Ellie W inton, some evidence of 
quartz m ining can be found, probably from the old River Bend 
claim filed January 1, 1920 by H erbert Shaw.
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The Battle of the Tuolumne. N ot m any  b a ttle s  o f the 
S pan ish  C ivil W ar to o k  p lace  on  T u o lu m n e  C ou n ty  
soil. O ne o f the  very  few  is p ic tu red  above, as  a g ro u p  
o f L oyalists ap p reh en siv e ly  w ade in the  river a t  a p o in t 
ju s t u p s trea m  of the  L um sden  put-in . N ot p ic tu re d  a re  
G ary  C o o p e r  an d  Ingrid  B ergm an  — w ho  w ere  also  
involved. T h e  d a te  w as 1940. T h e  p ic tu re  was 
For Whom the Bell Tolls.



The Walton Spur Fire
T h e  T u o lu m n e  C anyon, like all the  m ajor foothill canyons, 

ex p e rien ces  a daily w ind patte rn . Early m ornings, w inds are 
ligh t and  dow n canyon as the  cool m ountain  air sinks. A fter the 
day  progresses, h ea ted  valley air reverses the  flow, and after
noon  w inds are alm ost inevitably  up canyon.

In  th e  p resen ce  o f a fire, this fact o f topography can often 
resu lt in a “w ind  tu n n e l” effect tha t m akes canyon fires a 
particu larly  d read ed  b reed . O f this last category, the  W alton 
S p u r F ire  o f 1949 is an ou tstand ing  exam ple.

F irs t sp o tted  on A ugust 21, 1949, W alton Spur was the result 
o f  a lig h tn in g  strike  in the  G rapevine C reek  drainage. T h e  
fo rest was tin d e r dry after a rainless sum m er and by the  second 
day  b o th  G roveland  and Sonora D istricts w ere pu tting  m en on 
it. In itia lly , th e  fire b u rned  upstream  into  the  C lavey drainage 
and  crew s w ere cu ttin g  breaks trying to conta in  it against the 
C lavey  to th e  east and the  m ain river to the  south. B ut the 
in te n se  h ea t o f  th e  fire was creating  a fierce up  canyon draft and 
on th e  second  day it ju m p ed  bo th  steam s. For the  nex t w eek, 
nearly  a h u n d re d  m en ba ttled  the  blaze as it leaped back again 
and  raged o u t o f control in to  Jaw bone C ountry.

F o r th e  first tim e, helicop ters w ere used to shu ttle  m en and 
e q u ip m e n t around  as the  w ind generated  in tense  flare-ups. Art 
S e lb y  was w orking  on the  fire-line in the  Indian  C reek  drainage 
w h en  ju s t such  a flare-up jum p ed  the  break  and trapped  him. 
A lthough  he  was soon rescued by o th er m em bers o f his crew, it 
was hours befo re they  could get him  down to the river for a 
h e lic o p te r evacuation . U nfortunately , it was too late and Art 
S e lb y  d ie d  o f his injuries. L a te r that day, H arry M yers suffered 
th e  sam e fa te  w hen  a falling lim b h it h im  as he was topping  a 
tree  on the  line.

I t  w asn ’t un til S e p tem b er 3, 13 days after it was first spotted , 
th a t th e  W alton S p u r fire was finally m opped  up, having burned  
som e 5,000 acres. A fterw ards, the  F orest Service erec ted  a 
p la q u e  at th e ir  B uck M eadow s station, honoring the  two fire 
figh ters , Art Selby  and H arry F. M yers.
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G ray’s G rindstone. At m ile 10.1 the  river m akes a 
northw ard  tu rn  across the  “ grain” o f the  bedrock  foliations. 
T h e  resu lt is a s teep  “w ashboard” river bo ttom  w ith s tran d e d , 
floodsw ept debris. A lm ost 3A o f a m ile long, G ray ’s G rin dsto ne  
is an im pressive rapid at any w ater level.
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Mile 13.1 Big Humbug Greek
Big H um bug C reek comes in on the left, just at the top of 

C abin  Rapids. T h e  name derives from the original Gold Rush 
period and was probably bestowed by a particularly frustrated 
Forty-N iner. T h e  lower portion of the Big H um bug drainage, a 
few miles upstream  from the main river, was the location for 
two o f the larger quartz mines in the district, the D uleke and 
the Kanaka. Both were shut down shortly after the turn of the 
century.

At the river itself there are no records of any mining activity 
before 1934 w hen Swedish-born Joel W ahlquist filed a placer 
claim there. T h e  scattered remnants of his cabin are still visible 
at the m outh of the creek. His unpatented claim, which he filed 
in O ctober 1934, read in part:

T h e  direction of this claim runs in an easterly 
and westerly direction and is located on the 
T u loum ne River near Eagle Bluff quartz mine.
T h e  easterly end takes in cabins at mouth of 
Bum bug (sic) Creek. T his claim runs 200 feet 
easterly from discovery point. M onum ent claim is 
600 feet wide and corner m onum ents have been 
erected  with writing in tin cans describing same.

T h e  tin can signature became characteristic of the Swede, 
who w orked his placer claims with the help of a hand-operated 
hoist, w ith which he could move large boulders from their 
position in the stream. T his enable him to then sift the contents 
o f long protected areas of river bottom.

By the end of 1935 W ahlquist had added another site to his 
little placer em pire. Although recorded by Rena W ahlquist the 
Red Bud claim located just upstream in the m iddle of the river 
was almost certainly a “surrogate claim” filed by his wife enabl
ing the m iner to circum vent restrictions in the mining laws.

Just dow nstream  of Big H um bug Creek, at mile 13.2, an old 
cable crossing used to exist to provide access for the Eagle Bluff 
quartz  m ine located almost directly up the north side of the 
canyon several hundred feet. T h e  claim was originally filed by 
the  am bitious Winslow H ubbard (of Ellie Winton fame), but by 
1900 the paten tee  was a man named Meigs from San
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Francisco. W hen he was only eleven or twelve, Les Phelan 
w ould go down to the Eagle Bluff with his dad to do Meig’s 
assessm ent work for him.

Mile 13.5 Big Greek
Big C reek  enters on the left. Its upper drainage is rela

tively populated and as a consequence its water should be 
considered suspect.

T h e  Preciosa Placer M ine, one of the few patented claims in 
the canyon, em braces 27 acres and extends across the river to 
include the gravel fan at the mouth of Big Creek. Originally 
p a ten ted  in 1912 by the Preciosa M ining Co., it was sold for 
d e lin q u en t taxes in the 30’s. Jim W hite, the county tax col
lector, w ent in with a partner to buy it for $121.19. Unlike the 
dozens of unpaten ted  claims in the canyon where ownership 
reverts to the state if the claimant fails to put in at least $100.00 
w orth of “ assessm ent work” per year, the Preciosa Claim is 
privately held property.

T h e  equ ipm en t visible at the confluence dates from the early 
1900’s. Access to the claim was by means of a short trail up
stream  to the  Ellie W inton and then out to H ubbard’s trail.

Jim  W hite reports that a cabin was still there at the mouth of 
Big C reek  in the 30’s, bu t no evidence of it remains today. T he  
driftwood cabin at the western edge of the claim, on the north 
side o f the river below H ell’s Kitchen, probably dates from the 
depression era w hen unpatented  placer claims stretched nearly 
the length of the river.

H ells’ K itchen Rapids is on the turn immediately after Big 
C reek.
Mile 14.5 Paper Cabin Ridge

Below the Clavey, the north side of the canyon climbs to 
Paper C abin Ridge, an area smaller than Jawbone country, but 
ju st as tough on man and beast. Starting around the 1920’s the 
area was used as a sum m er range by the Ingalls, Sanguinetti and 
B aker families. T h e  Baker ranch, in fact, ran their stock into 
the  Paper Cabin country until 1977 when drought conditions 
finally pu t an end to a 50 year tradition.
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Sugarloaf Lookout. O verlooking the  canyon from a p e a k  o f 
1900 fee t, Sugarloaf was bu ilt in the early 20’s and d ism an tled  in 1951. 
E xcep t during  the  war, w hen  it was m a n n ed  year round on the 
lookout for the Japanese, Sugarloaf was occupied  from  early Ju ne  
through S e p te m b e r  —  usually  by m arried couples. T h e  photo  was 
tak en  around 1935.

Mile 15.0 M ohican and Mary Ellen Claims
T h e  old suspension bridge, with its failing grasp on the 

banks, marks the site of the Mohican and Mary Ellen Mines. 
T h e  M ohican is actually composed of five separate claims, in
cluding the Lillian Nos. 1 & 2, the Oakland, North Star and 
G olden Eagle. T h e  claims total 97 acres and extend to both 
sides o f the river.

T h e  M ary Ellen claim is directly contiguous and includes 
som e 25 acres, all on the south side.

T h e  years from 1855 to 1880 were a period of great quartz 
m ining activity in the T uolum ne region. From Big Hum bug 
w est, the canyon is pocked with hard rock shafts, and the ruins
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o f once-thunderous stam p mills rust and blister in the sun. 
A lthough few recorded many years of profitability, the 
M ohican/M ary Ellen complex probably constituted the largest 
operation actually in the river canyon and betw een Lum sden 
Bridge and W ards Ferry.

Both m ines were working a belt of mica schist that had been 
m ade econom ic by the new extraction processes developed 
after the Civil War. Charlie Sell, probably the only man alive 
today with a direct memory of the Mohican, reports that the 
operation was never electrified. All the work was done by 
“ double-jacks” , sledge driven drills, and dynamite. T h e  ore 
was hand-loaded onto carts and hauled out to a stamp opera
tion. By 1903, the mine reported nearly half a mile of 
tunnelling.

T h e  Mary Ellen was the first o f the two filed. M atthew Foot, 
who later built the Groveland Hotel, was given a patent on the 
place in 1889: “T o  have and to hold said mining premises, 
together w ith all the rights and privileges, immunities and 
appurtenance of whatsoever nature thereunto belonging unto 
the  Said grantee above named and to his heirs and assigns 
forever, f  Benjam in Harrison was President at the time.

N ot long thereafter, the Mohican M ining and Milling Co. of 
San Francisco began prospecting the ground directly upstream 
—  and m et with enough success to apply for a patent. T his they 
w ere granted in 1904 for their south side claims, and in 1912 for 
those on the north side. T h e  suspension bridge was put in

M ohican Bridge. B uilt around 1900 and form erly a link 
on the  C ruikshank  trail to T u o lu m n e , this suspension  was b o ug h t 
and  partially  d ism an tled  in 1951 to p rev en t accidents. C onsidering 

its age today, and the  likelihood th a t it was u nderw ater in the  floods 
o f 1937 and 1955, it is rem arkably w ell-preserved. P ho to  from 1908.
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som etim e betw een 1895 and 1902, probably to facilitate the 
w orking of the N orth Star and Golden Eagle as well as provide 
access across D evil’s Gate to Tuolum ne, some 8 miles away.

Access to the site was provided originally by a trail on the 
south side starting at the old Ferretti Road near the Morgan 
Ranch. It ws improved to wagon road status in 1902 by a labor 
force com posed largely of Chinese.

Records indicate that the period from 1900 to 1903 saw the 
greatest activity at the two mines. Bunkhouses were built, an 
assay house, and at least one crushing mill. At its peak, the 
M ohican em ployed 65 men.

T h e  peak, however, was brief. By 1906, the crew was down 
to five; by 1915, two; and by 1924, it was on the block for 
unpaid taxes. T h e  winning bid —  $155.44.

T h e  Mary Ellen suffered a similar fate in 1934 when the 
m arket for played out gold mines appears to have been even 
more depressed —  $23.88 took the whole works.

Both properties have changed hands several times in the past 
forty years and are currently held by families in Sonora and La 
G range.
Mile 15.6 T he N orth Fork of the Tuolumne 
Mile 16.0 Sunnyside Mine

A pproxim ately a half mile below the confluence of the North 
Fork of the T uolum ne with the main river, on the north side of 
the canyon just as the river begins a turn to the south, the 
Sunnyside sits 500 feet above the river, and a quarter of a mile 
back from its edge.

Perched on a rather steep slope, access to the mine was eased 
by the construction of a series of more than one thousand 
w ooden steps from the top of the cliff to the mine site. Machin
ery and supplies were transported via a gasoline-powered 
tramway.

T h e  Sunnyside had a short commercial life, from around the 
turn of the century to 1910. It was a hardrock mine, and small 
crews w orked a 40 inch vein of quartz along a 200 foot tunnel. 
T h e  stam p mill was powered by water provided by the nearby 
Sunnyside Ditch.
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D ev il’s G ate. N o m ore than a m ile up the  N orth  Fork 
is th e  s ite  o f th is old bridge crossing, know n as D evil’s 
G ate . I t linked  the  M ohican trail w ith  the  trail tha t cam e 
so u th  o u t o f T u o lu m n e  and past the  old Sudahl place. 
T h e  b ridge is gone now , last seen  in 1918, fouryears after 
th is  was tak en . N ow adays the  trail is alm ost com pletely  
o b lite ra ted , ex cep t the  last few m iles into tow n w here it’s 
b e e n  paved  and tu rned  into  the  A pple Colony Road.
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Mile 16.4 T he Reservoir *
T h e  quiescent and murky water that greets you at this 

point is the upper limit o f New Don Pedro Reservoir.

O ne o f the earliest, and largest, boom towns of the gold rush 
along the T uolum ne River was called Don Pedro’s Bar. 
F ounded  in 1848, the settlem ent grew rapidly on the banks of 
both sides of the lower river, and in 1860 its citizenry cast 1500 
votes in P resident L incoln’s election. On Saturday nights hun
dreds o f miners would carouse the streets, and frequent the 
tow n’s many saloons long into the night. Its glory days were 
short-lived, however, for by 1862, when its placer deposits were 
exhausted , only a few families remained. T h e  town, now sim
ply called Don Pedro, did survive into the new century, but 
never again enjoyed the prosperity and the vigor of the 1850’s.

But who was Don Pedro?

T h e re  exist two different accounts o f the town’s original 
nam esake. T h e  first has it that Don Pedro was a landowner of 
e ith e r M exican or Chilean descent who, long before the gold 
rush, took several donkey loads of gold out of the area that later 
bore his name.

T h e  more likely, and lately more authenticated, version 
concerns the Frenchm an, Pierre Sainsevain. Arriving in Los 
Angeles in 1836, Pierre began to learn the craft of wine making 
w ith his uncle and kinsman, Jean Luis Vignes of Bordeaux. For 
several years Pierre traveled the coast selling his wines, finally 
settling  in San Jose, where he became known as Don Pedro: 
D on, a title given to anyone who owned a rancho in early 
California; Pedro, Spanish for Pierre. W hen the news of rich 
gold strikes in the nearby foothills reached him, the enterpris
ing D on Pedro left San Jose and began prospecting in the 
T u o lu m n e area in the sum m er of 1848. In August, he dis

* Approxim ately. D epending on the time of year and snowpack 
conditions, the reservoir may be as high as mile 16.4 or as low as 
mile 18.0.
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covered a sizable deposit of gold in a gravel bar along the river. 
N ew s o f this strike spread and soon hopeful prospectors were 
hurrying to the area. Don Pedro was not a man to linger, 
how ever, and o ther interests soon sum m oned him from the 
burgeoning settlem ent near his original strike, which locals 
w ere already calling Sansevina, or Don Pedro’s Bar. He moved 
to Stockton in 1849, and later in that year attended the 
California Constitutional Convention as a delegate.

D on Pedro’s final destination was San Francisco, where he 
continued  to operate and expand his wine interests.

H e becam e a fairly prom inent social figure, and today is 
rem em bered  as a pioneer of the California wine industry, and is 
even cred ited  with developing the state’s first champagne.

In 1923 the town of Don Pedro disappeared under the waters 
o f Don Pedro Reservoir, im pounded behind the world’s tallest 
dam  at the tim e, a joint construction of the M odesto and 
T urlock  Irrigation Districts.

T h e  D on  P edro  D am : 1925
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T h e  reservoir was further enlarged in 1971 by construction of 
the N ew  Don Pedro Project, which provides water, as well as 
electric power, to the joint irrigation districts, and the City and 
C ounty  of San Francisco.

Mile 16.8 Russell Telegraph Mine
N estled  in its steep side-canyon, the Russell Telegraph 

M ine can be easily seen from the river, several hundred feet up 
on the south side.
T h e  structure houses the surprisingly well-preserved stamp 
milling machinery, while the main shaft is just upstream.

T h e  Russell Telegraph began operations in the 1870’s. It 
was then  known as the Telegraph Line M ine, because of its 
close proximity to the Sonora-Yosemite telegraph line, con
structed  in 1871. T h e  original equipm ent was brought in along 
the M ohican M ine road, and then skidded down on a cable and 
sled to the mining site.

After the turn of the century, the mine was purchased by 
Sylvestor Carlon, a T uolum ne County Supervisor and brother 
o f T im  Carlon, the wealthy cattlem en. Apparently Sylvestor’s 
financial position wasn’t nearly as secure as T im ’s, and the 
acquisition of the Russell Telegraph did little to help matters. 
R eportedly, it was Sylvestor’s concern over m atters such as 
these  that led to a dispute with his sister, Elizabeth Phillips, 
w hich in turn led to his suicide in February of 1910. His brother 
tried to gain control of the mine after Sylvestor’s death, but 
E lizabeth m ust have intervened because it is her husband 
Sylvestor Phillips who is listed as the eventual owner.

D uring the early 30’s the mine continued to be worked on a 
small scale. Frank D eFerrari reports that a crew of no more than 
8 w ere em ployed. T h e  men lived at the site during the week, 
b u t spen t their w eekends on the outside.

Although the Russell T elegraph was never a big producer, 
and has been inactive for years, it continues to hold an attrac
tion for individual prospectors, the most recent claim being 
fded in January 1981 by Robert Wilson of Mariposa.
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Mile 17.0 Turnback Greek
According to local legend two Cornish prospectors were ex

ploring the creek’s headwaters and stum bled onto a large 
M iwok cam p. T h e ir subsequent decision to concentrate their 
search elsew here led to the creek’s name.

Mile 18.0 Pinball Rapids
O ne of the most aptly named rapids on the river is normally 

covered by the New Don Pedro Reservoir except on occasional 
years in the early spring.

Mile 18.5 Wards Ferry
T h e  take-out location for commercial and private rafting 

ventures is at the site of the old Wards Ferry Bridge; the new, 
existing structure is just downstream. T his area has a long and 
tu rb u len t history; from the county’s earliest days it has been the 
scene of both civic cooperation and private violence.

As early as 1850, the diggings on either side of the Tuolum ne 
River were thronging with newly arrived prospectors. T o  ac
com odate and supply them , towns of considerable size were 
developing at Sonora and Garrote (Groveland). T h e  difficulty 
o f travel betw een these two centers led Joseph Ward to con
struct a ferry across the river in 1850, as an alterntive to the more 
circuitous route through Chinese Camp, Moccasin, and or the 
Priest grade, before arriving in Garrote and the southern mines 
region.

T h e  actual ferry site is a quarter of a mile downstream from 
the bridge. L ittle remains to indicate its location, although 
from the m outh of D eer C reek on the south, you can see the 
skeleton of the old horse trail switch back up the hillside and 
th en  follow below the course of the present road for a distance. 
It soon crosses the road, and can be seen for several miles 
ascending high above on the left.

C onstructed  of “hand-hew n logs” , W ard’s was not the first 
ferry on the river: o f the 35 ferries that operated in the county in 
the  1850’s, 12 were on the T uolum ne —  W ard’s had the 
distinction of being the furthest upstream.
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W ard, and a partner nam ed Clem ents, charged their custom 
ers twenty-five cents if they were on foot, and fifty if they were 
horsem en. T h ey  built a small house and supply store, the 
rem ains of which can be seen on the north hillside, at a point 
below the road, a few hundred yards up from the bridge.

As traffic increased, the Sonora-Garrote trail needed im
provem ent, and in June of 1853, the county Board of Super
visors ordered a road built from Campo Seco, down Rough and 
R eady C reek, to Wards Ferry.

It was at Wards Ferry in the latter part of 1853, that the 
escaped m urderer, Robert Bruce, was finally captured. Bruce, 
who had been convicted for the m urder of a mulatto at a Sonora 
fandango house, had escaped from the county jail along with 
ano ther prisoner, H enry Hays. T h ey  had sawn through their 
shackles with instrum ents purportedly “ furnished by outsid
ers” , and gotten as far as the river. T here , as luck would have it, 
one o f their fellow passengers was a m em ber of the jury that had 
convicted Bruce; the juror recognized the escaped felon and a 
struggle ensued in which Bruce was shot in the side. U n
daun ted , though, he jum ped from the ferry and swam to shore, 
seeking refuge in the undergrowth. He was finally discovered 
by the sherriff, and later returned to m eet his fate by hanging. 
His partner, Hays, was also recaptured, and sentenced to a stint 
at hard labor in the state prison.
T u olu m ne C ounty P ioneers. T o p  row, left to right. C aspar Koch, a 
rancher and m iner from Second G arro tte  (3 m iles ea s t o f  p resen t-day  
G roveland); Jack Bell, m iner from G arrotte (G roveland); Barney Fox, 
faro d ea ler and g am b le r from  G arro tte , d ied  at the  age o f 105; N ate  
Screech, trapper and m ountain  m an, discovered H etch  H etch y  
Valley; C u lbertson , M occasin C reek  rancher, discovered gold on 
C anada’s F raser River. B o ttom  row, left to right. C haffee and 
C ham berlain , m ining partners from Second G arro tte , possibly the 
inspiration  for B ret H a rte ’s Tennessee and His Pard; Jim  B allantine, 
rancher from D eer Flat; “ G ig” M axey, m iner from Spring G ulch ; 
W inslow  H u b bard , fded  the  E llie W inton and Eagle B luff claims, 
m aster carpen ter w ho brough t the  first M ason C h ap ter to the 
M otherlode.
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According to one story, Joseph Ward was m urdered in 1853 
for the gold he had collected in tolls. W hether or not he was 
actually killed, it is clear that the ferry operations were taken 
over by Jam es Berger and Sam W hite in 1854.

T h e  two continued to run the ferry until 1859, when W hite 
was m urdered. Some accounts insist that Berger suffered the 
sam e fate; robbery, in either version, was the motive and as was 
so often the case, the assailants were never discovered.

By the 1860’s, violence and robbery had become so common 
along this section of the Sonora-Garrote road, that the tributary 
canyon that intersects D eer C reek near the route south of the 
river becam e known as M urderers Gulch. T h e  problem, as 
Louise N au in her article “T uolum ne C ounty’s Pioneer Fer
ries” points out, was that while the route was much shorter, the 
risks w ere obviously greater:

“T h is cutoff from the Sonora area to Garrote 
(Groveland), w hen m ade feasible by a ferry, was 
very enticing. Who wanted to go clear down to 
C hinese Cam p and climb up again by way of 
Moccasin Hill when, by means of a rough trail, 
one could travel more directly? Countless miners, 
both afoot and m ounted, came by way of W ard’s 
Ferry. M urderer’s Gulch was a dangerous and 
bandit infested place. Early travelers, when possi
ble, m ade this portion of their journey in groups, 
being sure that they knew those who were in their 
com pany. M any a lone man left his bones on this 
trail.”

For years, the area kep t its reputation. One of the victims in 
the 1860’s was a Mr. T u ttle , who followed Berger and W hite as 
ferry operator, and was robbed for his toll receipts and mur
dered. Yet despite this reputation, and the very real hazards it 
p resen ted  to travelers, the route continued to be heavily used; 
by the 1870’s there was more discussion about improving the 
road again, and opening it up to wagon travel.

In 1878, work began in earnest. A “Wards Ferry Road Com
m ittee” had been formed, (including the ubiquitous Caleb
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Dorsey) and subscriptions were collected from citizens on both 
sides o f the river for the work. It was a time of great civic 
activity, with com m ittee m eeting weekly and many citizens 
contributing  funds and labor. T h e  T uolum ne Independent re
port dated  February 16, 1878 captures the optimism of the time 
by describing the project’s potential to “ ... smooth off the 
rough edge of hard times by increasing trade and travel in and 
through the county .”

In February, although work on the road was progressing, the 
m eans o f conveyance across the river had still not been 
established. In June, however, a group of three individuals, J. 
F. Sears, R.J. Starbird, and Sidney Smith began construction of 
a toll bridge. In Septem ber of 1878, the bridge abutm ents had 
been  com pleted; they are the stone and mortar structures that 
face each o ther at the take-out location today.

In January 1879, the road and bridge were finished, and the 
road com m ittee conducted a test run, issuing the following 
report:

T h e  road is in fair condition for light travel, 
requiring a few more turnouts and widening in 
some places —  which the contractors agree to do 
—  and w hen done it will make a good road for all 
purposes required.

T h e  trip from Sonora to Groveland took four hours; the route 
through C hinese Camp, taken for comparison, five and a half. 
T h e  1879 road is almost the exact route that the present paved 
road follows.

T h e  bridge, called the “Wire Suspension Bridge” , consisted 
o f two inch thick wire cables, three on each side, and a wooden 
platform . T h e  bridge owners applied for, and received, a 
license to operate it as a public toll bridge for twenty years, 
beginning on April, 1879. T h e  following tolls were also
established:

Foot pass $ .25
Horse and rider $ .50
2 animals and wagon $ 1.00
6 or 8 m ule or ox teams $1.50
12 m ule or ox team $1.75
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T h e  T uolum ne Independent described the bridge in the most 
radiant o f terms:

T h e  bridge across the T uolum ne will be the 
finest structure in the county, and will stand for 
generations an heritage for public use and source 
of w ealth to the heirs o f its constructors. It will not 
be at once profitable, but as the county develops 
will in tim e yield a revenue ample to justify the 
outlay and the waiting.

Actually the bridge barely lasted a decade. In the early 
m orning hours o f February 1, 1891, the most violent and spec
tacular even t in the history of the area occured. Charles Pease, 
the  tollkeeper, and a visiting friend B.N. Lowe, were robbed 
and shot to death. T h e  cabin was then set afire causing a blaze 
w hich spread to the bridge. By morning it was completely 
destroyed. Both Pease and Lowe were elderly and respected 
m em bers o f the county, and the community was horrified by 
the destruction and double murder. T h e  district attorney, 
F rank P. Otis, im m ediately wrote to Governor Markham and 
requested  that the state offer a $500 reward for the arrest and 
conviction of the fugitives.

By M arch, no progress had been made in solving the mur
ders, and although several Indians were later arrested and 
questioned  about the m atter, the mystery remains officially 
unsolved. (Years later, though, Sherriff Jack Dam bacher was 
sum m oned to the bedside of a dying man who, in a last moment 
o f repentance, confessed to the terrible deed).

As the shock of the tragic events receded by the middle of 
1891, a controversy began to develop over w hether the county 
should purchase the property and replace the bridge. T here 
w ere many argum ents against such an action. It was pointed out 
that the  route had not been as regularly used as the longer 
C hinese C am p route, and that the previous bridge had failed to 
m eet its expenses for a long time. In addition, available public 
funds are inadequate. N evertheless, when the m atter was pre
sen ted  to the voters in N ovem ber 1892, they voted to issue 
bonds to build a new public bridge and further improve the road 
for three miles on either side.

206



In spite o f the public m andate, there seems to have been 
considerable official reluctance to em brace the project; it was 
nearly five years before the board of supervisors finally voted to 
take the preliminary steps towards construction of the free 
bridge, in May of 1897. It was about this time too that official 
opinion began to reflect w hat the local population had obvi
ously sensed in 1892 —  and even that was an extension of 
W ard’s early vision —  that a perm anently maintained road from 
Sonora to Groveland was a vital thoroughfare for the county. 
T h e  Independent, speaking of this and two other road projects 
m aintained:

W ith the com pletion of these highways the 
country, for the first time in its history, will offer to 
the public free access over and through its broad 
dom ain. H eretofore its tolls have been a menace 
to its interests.

T h e  m odern era had certainly arrived, because the undertak
ing was no longer a local effort, supported by subscriptions and 
toiled on jointly. In August, 1897, bids were taken from con
tractors, and shortly thereafter Cotton Bros, and Company were 
selected  to do the actual bridge construction.

W ork on the iron structure proceeded rapidly, aided by 
utilization o f the stone abutm ents from the Wire Suspension 
bridge, and the 173 foot bridge was officially com pleted on 
N ovem ber 12, 1897. Given the area’s tum ultuous tradition, it 
seem s fitting that the official opening and celebration the fol
lowing w eek, was cancelled because of severe storms.

T h e re  were other, more peaceful, moments at Wards Ferry. 
A lthough the river has been recently inundated, and down
stream  dams have long restricted their spring and autum n 
spaw ning runs, prior to 1890, salmon were plentiful in this area. 
Each year the river was team ing with these strong and beautiful 
fish as they fought their way upstream to ancestral waters. At 
W ards Ferry Bridge, the salmon were so numerous that locals 
like Carlo D eFerrari Jr. could spear enough fish with a pitch
fork to last the w inter, when smoked and dried.
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T h e  subsequen t history of Wards Ferry is remarkably quiet. 
It was not until the 1960’s that the road was finally paved, and 
the last act o f consequence was the destruction of the 1897 iron 
structure, and the com pletion of the new concrete bridge, as 
part o f the N ew  Don Pedro Project, in 1971.

j---------------------------------------------------------
T he Placer Czar: William Wimpy

T h e  economic rigors of the Depression initiated an 
unpreceden ted  activity in placer mining claims in the 
1930’s. Known as “gopher-m iners” , or “bedrock- 
scratchers” , hundreds of prospectors scoured the sand and 
gravel bars of the river, particularly below the Clavey 
confluence. M any found that although the work was ex
hausting, the little gold they could wrest from the canyon 
earned them  more than they could garner when work was 
available in the surrounding towns.

O f these, the most prolific m ust have been Willliam 
W im py of Turlock; who from 1936 to 1940 filed over 
tw enty  claims on placer sites from the powerhouse to the 
N orth  Fork confluence. His claims included the Big 
Rock, Peg, Florence, Carolyn, Cable Crossing, Wimpy, 
and Brown placers. W impy, whose wife Bee ran a Grove
land Bar called “T h e  Bee’s N est” for years, honored her 
by nam ing three of his claims the Bee, the B.B., and the 
Beulah B.

In January of 1940, W impy, perhaps concerned lest he 
leave some bend unclaimed, filed a massive placer claim 
along w ith seven others; the Enterprise num bers 1-9, 
w hich identified separate sites the length of the river 
betw een  the powerhouse and the North Fork.
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Boats on the Tuolum ne

For reasons that are not hard to imagine, the Tuolum ne 
betw een  L um sden Bridge and Wards Ferry was not regarded as 
a navigable river during the early part of this century when 
access points were first being put into it. By 1920, it was 
possible to travel from Lum sden to the Clavey on the north side 
o f the  river, along a trail that the Bond brothers, and later the 
Forest Service improved; and from there, along the old flume 
bed to the powerhouse site. T hence across the river on the 
wagon bridge and downstream to Indian Creek. Below that 
point, trails were interm ittent and it probably behooved a 
h u n te r to clim b out to the ridge. D espite these difficulties, the 
alternative m ust have appeared substantially worse; trusting a 
w ooden boat to the rock strewn rapids of the T uolum ne seems 
even now a marginal proposition.

But there will always be those attracted to the margins, and in 
1927, two such characters eschewed the Bond’s trail, lashed 
together a log raft near the South Fork confluence and set off for 
the Clavey. T h e ir  names were Harry C obden and Melvin Belli. 
Both w ere attending Boalt Law School in Berkeley and both 
had grown up in T uolum ne County. Belli came from an es
tablished Sonora family, part of the original wave of Genoese 
families that left Garibaldi’s Italy for the California Gold Rush. 
C obden  cam e from a pioneering Groveland area family with 
Parliam entiary English roots.

T h e ir  late spring raft trip, whose ostensible purpose was to 
stake a placer claim down at the Clavey, was memorably disas
trous. T h ey  ate “whitefish and salt pork” , and spent two days 
negotiating the 6 miles of river. Some rapids they dragged 
around, some they careened through; and some they just 
swam. T h e y  cam ped on a beach and burrowed into the sand to 
sleep. By the tim e they got to the Clavey, their log raft had 
taken  a serious beating; as, apparently, had their enthusiasm 
for m ining, enough so that they decided to hike out, leaving 
behind  them  the rem nants of the T uolum ne’s first boat.
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M elvin Belli w ent on to become one of San Francisco’s more 
illustrious attorneys, with a nation-wide reputation for court
room flambuoyance. Harry Cobden graduated from Boalt in 
1933 a year after he had run Upton Sinclair’s nearly successful 
gubanatorial campaign. Subsequent to that, he became a close 
associate o f Pat Brown’s and worked in the attorney general’s 
office under his administration. Although he has repeatedly 
tried to retire, C obden still practices law, still stays in touch 
w ith politics (“ I’m Jerry Brown’s godfather, but he won’t listen 
to m e” ) and is a gold-mine of early T uolum ne County history'.

A fter the Belli/Cobden trip, there were no records of any 
m ore a ttem pts before 1962. It seems likely that various indi
viduals m ade an effort —  Alexander Klimas reports seeing a 
pair o f m en on a log raft in the late 50’s abandon ship and walk 
out from the Clavey —  but no personal accounts exist before 
tha t o f H elm ut Donner.

H arry C obden and Melvin Belli. A round 1927.
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In O ctober o f 1962, D onner and two others, Henry Millard 
and Rod Kiel, took two rubber rafts the full length of the river, 
carrying around Clavey Falls. All three of the men were as
sociated with the Sierra C lub’s newly formed River Touring 
Section, ou t o f which most of the early river runners came. 
T h re e  years later, in the spring of 1965, Noel DeBord made the 
first know n descent of the river w ithout carries. He used a 
fiberglass kayak and did the trip solo.

Bryce W hitm ore, a pioneer m em ber of the River Touring 
Section, and Don Segerstrom, a local river enthusiast, were the 
next to float the T uolum ne. T hey  took it in August 1968, in a 
W hitm ore-designed “Supersport” boat made out of modified 
rubber bridge pontoons.

T h a t w inter, Gerry Meral and Dick Sunderland made the 
second kayak run in Novem ber. T h e  next year, 1969, saw the 
first commercial river trip on the river, and in the years in
tervening thousands have made the trip, in kayaks, closed 
canoes, and most commonly, inflated rafts.

A lthough the river is best enjoyed at a leisurely pace, it has 
been  boated a num ber of times at anything but. One of the 
qu ickest trips was undoubtedly recorded by Roxanne Maloney 
and M ichael Schlax when they took it in kayaks in July of 1980. 
At the tim e, the water was flowing past Meral’s Pool a bit in 
excess of 10,000 cubic feet per second.

N o el D eB ord



J O H N  M U IR  A N D  T H E  BA TTLE  OF  
H E T C H  H E T C H Y

In its broadest outlines, 20th Century politics share 
m ost o f the qualities that make history in general (and 
politics in particular) distressingly repetitive. One of the 
bright spots, perhaps an exception to the rule quoted 
above, has been  the raising of an environmental con
sciousness to the level of a significant political force. This 
un iquely  m odern developm ent has deep philosophic 
roots, bu t its em ergence onto the political wrestling mat 
dates most easily from the year 1901 w hen John M uir 
began the struggle to preserve the H etch H etchy Valley 
on the  upper Tuolum ne River.

M uir, the Scots writer and self-taught naturalist, began 
the battle w hen he was 63 and died not many years after its 
conclusion, in 1914. It was not his first initiation into the 
political arena, he had helped to form the Sierra Club in 
1892 and had been very active in making Yosemite a 
N ational Park in 1890. But H etch H etchy began M uir’s 
em ergence as a national voice of conscience, one that the 
in tervening 70 years have done little to still.

212



T h e  battle itself was a m ulti-chaptered political strug
gle oscillating betw een San Francisco and W ashington, 
w here approval came, and w ent, and then came again, as a 
succesion of three administrations dealt in turn with the 
C ity ’s application for permission to build within Yosemite 
N ational Park.

In  San Francisco, official hesitation stiffened and then 
finally formalized with the passage of a Board of Super
visors’ resolution explicitly abandoning the plans; but 
w hen  it was discovered that a com peting private utility 
had m anaged to “ buy” the vote, the Board was forced to 
resign in disgrace and the official position of firm support 
was re-taken and in fact strengthened by the scandal.

John  E. Raker, a Congressman from the Central Valley, 
d rafted  a piece of legislation in 1913 that was eventually 
passed, sealing the valley’s fate. Known as the Raker Act, 
the  bill purported to contain provisions that would ap
pease all the  com peting interests. Given the range of 
opinion expressed at the tim e, that was a tall order, and 
the bill was an intricately w ritten statute whose full impli
cations are still being interpreted in court today.

T h e  benefit o f the intervening 70 years gives us today a 
revealing perspective on the H etch H etchy struggle. N ot 
unexpected ly , a num ber of predictions made on both 
sides o f the issue have failed to materialize: the National 
Parks System  has not been similarly invaded since —  a 
fear m uch expressed by John M uir and his supporters — 
nor has the reservoir made “ Hetch H etchy more beautiful 
than  before” —  a claim made in a special “W ashington 
E d ition” of the San Francisco Examiner published in 
1908. W hat value the experience had for the nation was in 
the  launching of a new era of environm entalist politics, 
and in the  introduction of new terms into old debates.

M ore locally, the river itself has survived the experi
ence in fine style. It still waters the incomparable 
T u o lu m n e M eadows, still cascades through the “Grand 
C anyon o f the T uo lum ne” and still thrives in the Middle 
C anyon betw een Lum sden Bridge and Wards Ferry. It is 
today for us, just as it was for John M uir then, a national 
treasure, one well worth fighting for.
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M odem  W ater Development 
on the Tuolum ne

By and large, the City of San Francisco, in partnership with 
the  M odesto and T urlock Irrigation Districts, owns the flow of 
the T uo lum ne River. Upstream of the Lum sden to Wards 
Ferry  stretch, there are three major dams, O ’Shaugnessy in the 
H etch  H etchy Valley being the largest. Downstream, the major 
dam  is the N ew  Don Pedro. T h e  com bined capacity of these 
two structures today is 1.5 million acre-feet of water and 245 
m egaw atts o f power.
W A T E R  F L O W  B E T W E E N  L U M S D E N  B R ID G E  
A N D  W A R D S  F E R R Y

D uring the spring months of April, May, and June, water in 
the  T uo lum ne below Lum sden is partially a result of natural 
runoff from Jawbone C reek and the South Fork, and partially a 
result o f power release from the Cherry C reek reservoir. Nearly 
all the w ater from the upper T uolum ne is shunted around the 
lower river via aqueduct, en route to San Francisco and the 
Peninsula.

Occasionally, after an especially w et winter, both Hetch 
H etchy  and Cherry C reek will spill excess inflow resulting in 
high, uncontrolled springtim e flows.

D uring the m onths of July, August, Septem ber and until the 
w in ter rains begin, Cherry C reek power release provides most 
o f the  w ater betw een Lum sden and Wards Ferry. On average 
snow pack years, the release varies betw een 900 and 1100 cubic 
feet per second on weekdays and reaches Lum sden put-in by 
9:00 in the  morning. Saturday flows are lighter —  and later —  
700 to 900 cfs and 10:00 a.m . would be typical. Sundays, and 
som e holidays, the flow frequently drops below 700 cfs, the 
lower lim it o f navigability.

T h e H etch  H etchy Project.
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In California today there are some 1200 operational dams, 
im pounding the w ater of every major river in the state except 
one, the  Sm ith. T h e  three rivers described in this guide are 
already harnessed by a total o f 24 dams and today contribute 
1591 m egawatts o f generating capacity to the state’s total. In 
addition, they yield 2,100,000 acre-feet o f water, most of which 
goes to agricultural uses in the Central Valley.

T h e re  are few today who would argue that the Stanislaus, 
T u o lu m n e and South Fork are idle workers, welfare recipients 
on the  sta te’s energy dole. In recent years though, a num ber of 
new  proposals have surfaced which, if im plem ented, would 
m ean the construction of an additional 6 dams on these rivers. 
T h e  value and justification of these plans has been the focus of 
a long and continuing debate —  a debate whose immediate 
result has been to re-define the kinds of values and benefits 
allowed into w ater use decisions, but whose final result de
pends, very simply, on the num bers of people who express 
support for these new, non-electrical benefits. T o  put this 
debate  in context, w hat follow are a few, hopefully indicative 
num bers.

H ydroelectric plants on the South Fork, Stanislaus and 
T u o lu m n e Rivers account for 18% of the state’s total hydro
electric capacity. If  every new dam planned on these three 
rivers was installed and operated at maximum capacity, that 
share would be increased by about 3.5%. In terms of “new 
w ater” , the  additional construction and maximal storage at 
N ew  M elones would yield an increm ent of approxiamtely 6% 
over the  contribution the three rivers are making currently. 
T h ese  are the major benefits; in general, they translate easily 
into num bers. A discussion of the costs, which follows, is less 
m athem atical.

T o  begin w ith, and at the risk of being obvious, it should be 
po in ted  out that neither water nor power are “priceless” . 
Above a relatively fixed base-line need, both are as subject to
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the  law of supply and dem and as orange juice and battery 
driven swizzle sticks. T h e  truth of this observation bears illust
ration only because little is ever rem em bered of the thousands 
o f dam s and powerplants rejected because of a price tag too 
steep . F requently  the decision is made on a simple dollars and 
cents basis (e.g. a plan put forward in the 60’s to tunnel a 
portion o f the Yukon into California); other times “softer val
ues” en te r in, (both Yosemite and the Grand Canyon are fabul
ous hydro sites). In this context, the debate over the future of 
these  three California rivers takes on a bit of historical per
spective.

T h e  easiest price tag to attach to these developm ent plans is 
the ir estim ated cost o f construction, figured today at $880 
million —  an am ount equal to 75 times the state’s annual art 
support budget, 5 times the annual law enforcem ent budget, or 
80% o f the cost of a new nuclear submarine, depending on your 
personal preference.

A dditionally, and still within the realm of num bers, recrea
tional use on the three streams has contributed a growing 
am ount to local county economies estim ated in 1979 at 10 
million —  a num ber that has caused more than one cham ber ot 
com m erce m em ber to reflect on the fact that while the state’s 
pow er dem and seem s to be flattening out, no one is building 
any new  m ountain rivers.

T h e  o ther half of the cost side calculation is, o f course, the 
“ softer” one, incorporating values that translate poorly onto an 
accountan t’s ledger: a grumbly old oak, a simple willow by the 
river’s edge, a lasting sense of place and strength.

W hat value we place on these things is a m atter of individual 
conscience. But it is one of the redeem ing facts of human-ness 
th a t they are of value; that people continue to visit places of 
q u ie t and beauty for reasons basic enough to frustrate ex
planation. And in the context of w hat history has shown us to be 
hum an, it will be to our great good fortune if this fundamental 
need  is added to that portrait and pu t into w hatever final record 
is m ade of our stay upon this land.
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T he Proposals

T he Stanislaus
T h e  struggle over the Stanislaus River and the operation of the 
N ew  M elones project is now almost fifteen years old. T h e  river 
has been  the subject of two Congressional bills, one popular 
referendum , one state bill, one Suprem e court decision, dozens 
o f adm inistrative acts, num berless letters and phone calls, at 
least th ree  public acts of civil disobedience, a half-dozen law
suits and two jailings. Both for energy and duration, the history 
o f the American environm ental movem ent has few compar
isons.

As o f this writing, April 1981, the issue has been reduced to a 
question  o f operation policy. T h e  New Melones Dam, a 643 
foot earthfill structure, was com pleted in 1979. At maximum 
storage, the  dam is capable of inundating a 26 mile stretch of 
river, up to Cam p 9. T h e  State of California, through its water 
control agency, is officially opposed to full storage in the re
servoir until contracts for the use of the water have been signed 
—  a condition unlikely to be m et for several years. In the 
m eantim e, w hat reservoir level the state will endorse is a comp
lex question  involving physical, legal and political constraints 
not easily untangled. In addition, overriding the entire issue, is 
the  legal question of jurisdiction. T h e  New Melones Dam is a 
F ederally  funded and operated project; what obligation the 
U nited  S ta tes G overnm ent has to abide by the state’s conditions 
is not at all clear, despite a Suprem e Court ruling on the issue.

W hile this question is being debated in the courts, the F ed
eral agency operating the dam is behaving as if it is under no 
restraints; 1981 will see the highest level of reservoir to date, 
although still far short of maximum.

For the newcom er to the entire struggle, the front-line issues 
are com plex variables of politics and law; but they are actually 
ju st the term s of the argum ent. T h e  fundam ental question is 
sim ple, unchanging and rests on an ordering of priorities. We
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have today a large reservoir behind the dam at New Melones; 
and we also have a remarkable stretch of river just above that 
reservoir. Is it worth a marginal increase in power and storage to 
create a still larger reservoir, at the cost of that stretch of river?

T o  the objections that this question is: (a) beyond the powers 
o f an average citizen to evaluate, or (b) already a dead issue 
because of the dam ’s reality —  there are two responses.

Firstly, the question is actually beyond the authority of 
anyone but the average citizen to evaluate. It was raised by 
average citizens, has been pursued by average citizens, and will, 
one day, even be resolved by them . T h e  only qualification 
necessary to take part in the debate is a simple concern for the 
k ind o f world we live in.

As far as the second objection goes, the supposedly fore
doom ed nature of a struggle to limit the size of a reservoir 
behind  an already com pleted dam, this is actually no more than 
th e  latest phrasing of an argum ent that has lost its strength 
through the sheer w eight o f repetition. T h e  stacking of hope
less odds is nothing new to the Stanislus struggle, indeed it’s 
b een  the hallmark of it from the very beginning. T here  are 
m any people who’ve been battling this issue for ten years or 
m ore who w ouldn’t know how to function under more favorable 
circum stances. I t’s an attitude that has lost a lot of battles, but, 
every now and then, wins a war.

T  uolum ne
T h e  C ity and C ounty of San Francisco, in collaboration with 

the  M odesto and Turlock Irrigation Districts, is actively pursu
ing a three dam  project on the Tuolum ne River. T h e  impact on 
the  stretch of river betw een Wards Ferry and Lum sden Bridge 
w ould be com plete. From Lum sden to the Clavey confluence, 
normal flows would be reduced to a relative trickle; from the 
C lavey downstream , there would be a new reservoir. T he  
objective benefits would be 300 megawatts of new power (no
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new  w ater); the objective costs would be $660 million and 18 
m iles o f river.

T h e  T uo lum ne has also been studied by another group 
though, and for another purpose. In 1979 the Federal Govern
m en t com pleted a study of the river recom m ending that it be 
pro tected  from further developm ent under the terms of the 
Federal Wild and Scenic River Act. T h a t recommendation was 
passed along to Congress for possible action. As of April 1981, a 
bill im plem enting this recommendation has not yet been intro
duced . T h e  most logical, and critical, sponsor would by the 
cu rren t representative from the area, Norman Shumway. T o  
date , though, Mr. Shumway has not made clear his feelings on 
th e  issue, although a T uolum ne County referendum  in 1978 
show ed a 2-1 plurality against the C ity’s proposal.

U nder the terms of Federal law, if a T uolum ne bill is not 
in troduced  by the end of 1981, then the moratorium on prelim
inary construction work in the canyon will be lifted.

It would be hard to imagine a more critical juncture for the 
fu tu re  of a river than 1981 is for the Tuolum ne.

South Fork o f the Am erican
T h e  El Dorado C ounty Irrigation District is pursuing a m ulti

dam  hydro-electric project on the South Fork of the American 
know n as the U pper M ountain SOFAR Project. Physically, the 
schem e involves a network of tunnels, pipes, diversion dams 
and holding reservoirs located on Alder Creek, the Silver Fork 
Am erican, W eber Creek and the South Fork itself. T h e  impact 
to the  stretch of river betw een Chili Bar and Salmon Falls 
w ould be mostly in the area of flow control. Springtime high 
w ater would be held back, diminishing the natural scouring 
function  that floodwater has upon a canyon.

T h e  section of river betw een Khyburz and Riverton, along 
H ighw ay 50, would be more severely affected. Flows in that 
stretch  would be reduced to a relative trickle.

T h e  project is primarily designed to generate electricity, 470 
million kilowatt hours per year, according to its supporters,



w ith a m odest yield of 30,000 acre-feet of water. T h e  cost of 
construction (1980 estim ate) is $190,000,000.

Local feeling regarding the scheme has been strongly 
polarized. T h e  growth rate in El Dorado County is one of the 
steep est in the state, and many residents, who initially settled 
in the area for its rural flavor, are becoming increasingly con
cerned . a referendum  on the project in 1980 was the subject of 
vigorous county-wide debate, which, despite passage of the 
m easure, shows no signs of abating.

Local opposition to the U pper Canyon SOFAR Project is 
being coordinated by the American River Recreation Association, 
Box 221, Coloma, CA 95651.
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IN T R O D U C T IO N

T h e  river canyons of the M otherlode support a rich array of 
flora, containing over 400 species of trees, shrubs, herbaceous 
plants, and ferns. As a result of the different climatic and 
geological influences, five distinct plant communities are rep
resen ted : digger pine/oak woodland, blue oak savannah, foot
hill chaparral, grassland, and riparian or streamside. In some 
places, no clear dividing line exists betw een these communities 
and they gradually blend into one another; elsewhere, on op
posing north and south facing slopes for example, there is a 
dram atic contrast.

Along lower portions of south facing slopes occur the blue 
oak savannah and digger pine/oak woodland communities. T he  
blue oak zone is rich in forage for wildlife and is characterized by 
pure stands of blue oak, separated by fields of annual grasses. 
P lants such as interior live oak, poison oak, and toyon can also 
be found there.

T h e  digger pine! oak woodland is a more diverse community. 
D igger pines, valley oaks, interior live oaks, blue oak, buckeye, 
redbud , cham ise, and poison oak are among its plant inhab
itants. T h is  plant com m unity may also be seen on the upper 
north facing slopes across from south facing chaparral slopes 
and in the more shaded areas and gulches where yellow pines 
and incense cedar have washed down from the high country.

O n higher slopes, where exposure to the sun is more intense 
and m oisture is nearly non-existent during the hot summer 
m onths, trees becom e sparse and give way to the foothill chapar
ral community. H ere, plants such as chamise, toyon, ceonothus, 
poison oak, and yerba santa grow in great abundance. T he  
grassland community may also occur on these same hillsides. Its 
fields of annual grasses are dry and golden brown in summer 
and fall, yet lush and green in the spring and winter. In the 
spring o f rainy years, these fields burst forth with prodigious 
blooms of native flowers —  poppies, baby blue eyes, gold- 
fields, and lupines —  creating a colorful impressionistic scene.
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A djacent to the rivers and their tributaries, the riparian com
munity provides valuable forage for many animals and cool relief 
from the relentless sum m er heat. With its fertile soils, the 
riparian zone is indeed the richest, most diverse and productive 
hab itat in the M otherlode. It is also the most rapidly vanishing 
hab ita t in California. W hite alders, Oregon ash, and several 
species of willow are om nipresent in this zone, sometimes 
shading places where hedges and grasses remain green all 
sum m er. Also interspersed are the ubiquitous poison oak, but- 
tonbush , buckeye, Indian rhubarb, bay, an occasional big leaf 
m aple and more commonly, the introduced tree of heaven. 
Several species o f fern can also be found in the shade of steep 
cliffs and riparian trees. Along the luxuriant side canyons, wild 
grape and black berry grow in profusion —  their vines inter
tw ining among trees to make a lush im penetrable forest. Both 
o f these  plants, along with the tree of heaven and fig tree, were 
in troduced during the Gold Rush and have enhanced the for
age potential o f the river canyons.

O f the  400 different plant species represented in the river 
canyons o f the M otherlode, only 50 of the most prom inent 
species are described in this glossary. For those interested in 
fu rther exploration of the M otherlode flora, there is a list of 
good resources at the back of this book. Have fun exploring and 
may this small glossary serve as a seed to carry forth your 
sprouting  curiosity of all that is growing and green.
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C O N IF E R S

D O U G L A S  F IR  (Psudotsuga menziesii)
DESCRIPTION:  L arge conifir w ith narrow po in ted  crown o f slightly 
d ro o p in g  b ranches. Height: 70-200 feet; Needles; evergreen; spreading 
m ostly  in 2 rows; Vi-\Vz inches long; lem ony sm ell w hen  crushed. 
Bark:  redd ish -b row n, deep ly  furrow ed into broad ridges; often  corky. 
Cones; 2-314 inches long; light red-brow n; rounded  cone scales; 
Habitat:  rocky soils o f m ountain  or canyon slopes, in pure stands and 
m ixed  coniferous forests.

T h e  Douglas-fir tree adapts to many soil and climatic condi
tions and succeeds well with many species. Its thick bark helps 
to m ake it fire and drought resistant. It regenerates vigorously 
and is often one of the first trees to sprout after a fire. Its 
light-w inged seeds are capable of traveling 14 mile in a mod
erate  breeze. T h e  Douglas-fir was used extensively by 
California Indians for lum ber, harpoon shafts, and other imple
m ents. T h e  pliable roots were used in basketry and the cam
bium  layer was utilized as an em ergency food. A tea can be 
m ade from the young fresh needles and is purported to be high 
in vitam in C. O ne of the world’s most im portant timber 
species, it ranks first in the U.S. in its total volume of timber, 
lum ber production and veneer for plywood. T his can be ac
cred ited  to its yield of large logs with straight grain. It is also one 
o f California’s tallest trees. Squirrels, meadow mice, shrews, 
w rens, and song sparrows are just some of the Sierra fauna that 
feast on its seeds. D eer and grouse frequently nibble on its 
foliage.

D IG G E R  P IN E  (Pinus sabiniana)
DESCRIPTION:  C onifer w ith  crooked forking trunk  and branches; 
w ispy , irregular, and broad crow n w ith  large heavy cones; frequently  
leans a t right angles to the  hillside; Height: 40-90 feet; Needles: ever
g reen ; 3 in a b und le ; 8-12 inches long; slender and drooping; sparse; 
du ll gray-green ; Bark: th ick , dark grey; deep ly  and irregularly fur
row ed in to  scaly ridges, becom ing  slightly shaggy; Cones: 6-10 inches 
long; w eigh up  to 4 pounds w hen  green; b en t dow n on long stalks; 
cone  scale tip  is sharp and claw-like adap ted  to pro tect the large

228



p lu m p  seed  from  squirrels; Habitat: dry slopes and ridges in foothills 
and  low m oun ta in s; w ith oaks and o th er conifers.

T h is  p icturesque and delicate pine tree is the most common 
conifer in California. John M uir writes: “ no other tree of my 
aquaintance is so substantial in body and yet in foliage so thin 
and pervious to light. T h e  sunbeam s sift through even the 
d ensest needled  trees with scarcely any interruption.” Some of 
the  first pioneers dubbed the Indians they m et in the Central 
Valley “ D iggers” because roots and bulbs comprised much of 
their d iet. Also, w hen these newcomers learned that Natives 
subsisted  lagely upon the rich seeds of a foothill pine, they 
called the tree “ Digger P ine” . Understandably, the Miwoks 
treasured this grey-green pine. John M uir described the Digger 
P ine nu t harvest as follows; “T h e  Indian men climb the three 
like bears and beat off the cones with sticks while the women 
gather the  big generous cones and roast them  until the scales 
open  sufficiently to allow the hard shelled seeds to be beaten 
out. T h e n , in the cool evenings, men, women, and children 
form circles around campfires on the banks of the nearest 
stream  and sit in easy independence cracking nuts and laughing 
like squirrels.” W hite settlers considered this tree to be rather 
w orthless except for fuel because its wood is lightweight and 
not very durable. T h e  Miwok Indians also boiled the twigs, 
needles, and bark into a strong tea to treat rheumatism. Seeds 
strung  on thread m ade from wild iris fiber were used to decorate 
costum es worn in dance rituals. T h e  pitch of the digger and 
m ost pines was used for fastening arrowheads and feathers and 
for m ending canoes. T h e  nuts are also a staple food for squir
rels, w ood-peckers, jays, and other foothill birds.

IN C E N S E  C E D A R  (Calocedurs decurrens)
DESCRIPTION: A rom atic evergreen  tree  w ith dense  sym m etrical 
crow n th a t  form s a perfec t pyram id; no t a true cedar; Height: 50-150 
fee t; Leaves: Ys -Vz inch; opposite  in 4 rows; dark  shiny green; spicy 
in c en se  fragrance w hen  crushed; Bark: th in , cinnam on-red; irregu
larly furrow ed in to  sh reddy ridges; Cones: Y4 -Y2 inches long; red- 
b row n; Habitat: m oun ta in  soils; in m ixed coniferous forests.

Incense C edar seldom forms pure stands as seedlings grow 
very slowly and other species tend to out-com pete it. O ften, it 
is found as an understory tree to younger and taller Douglas fir

229



trees. Although it is drought resistant, it is easily damaged by 
smog. Miwoks used the durable shreddy bark to make their 
hu ts called “oochum s” . Pioneers also used the bark for roofing 
their cabins. T oday the Incense Cedar is of great commercial 
value. Its wood is used to make m oth-proof cedar chests and 
closets. It supplies more than 75% of the wood for the world’s 
pencils because it is soft yet not splintery and can be sharpened 
in any direction with ease.
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H A R D W O O D S  A N D  S H R U B S

V A L L E Y  O A K  (California White Oak) Quercus lobata 
DESCRIPTION: L arge deciduous tree w ith s tou t short trunk  and 
large, w ide ly  sp read ing  branches, drooping at the  ends and form ing a 
b road o p en  crow n; Height: 40-100 feet; Bark: light grey or brown; 
“ c h e c k e re d ” or deep ly  furrow ed and broken  into thick  plates; Acorns: 
114-254 inches long; oblong and po in ted ; Vs o f  nu t enclosed by 
h a lf-round  cup  w ith  light brow n, knobby  scales; Habitat: valleys and 
slopes on rich loam y soils; form ing groves in foothill w oodlands.

T h e  Valley O ak is the monarch among deciduous oaks of the 
W est and a graceful shade tree. It receives its species name, 
lobata, from its deeply lobed leaves. D ue to rapidly encroach
ing housing developm ents, over-grazing and agriculture, this 
p icturesque tree is gradually disappearing from the California 
landscape. I t bears an abundant acorn crop, reputed to be the 
sw eetest o f all, but are difficult to hull. T his oak’s copious mast 
o f acorns also privides nourishm ent for flocks of band-tailed 
pigeons and acorn woodpeckers.

B L A C K  O A K  (Quercus kelloggii)
DESCRIPTION: D eciduous tree  w ith stou t, spreading, irregular 
b ran ch es  form ing  a broad round topped  crown; Height: 30-80 feet; 
Bark: b lack ish-brow n; th ick; becom ing furrow ed in small irregular 
p la tes; Acorns: 1-114 inches long; elliptical; pale ch estnu t color with 
d e e p  cu p  covering 14-14 o f the  nu t; Habitat: sandy, gravelly, and 
rocky  soils o f  foothills and m ountains; o ften  in pure stands or in m ixed 
co n ife r forests.

T h e  Black O ak is slow growing, yet long lived. T he  
California Indians prized this oak for fuel and for drying seeds 
as it burns very slowly. T ree  squirrels and some owls nest in 
rotted cavities o f the trunks and limbs. Its summer foliage 
provides food and nesting for many birds. D eer relish the 
acorns and browse on the leaves of young trees. Although 
b itter, the  Black O ak acorn is the favorite food of acorn wood
peckers. T h ey  store a cache of acorns for w inter in hammered 
holes on the sides of trees and telephone poles. Today its 
prim ary commercial value is for fuel, furniture and flooring.
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Valley Oak

B L U E  O A K  (Quercus douglasii)
DESCRIPTION: Sm all to m edium  sized deciduous tree  w ith short, 
lean ing  tru nk ; short, s to u t b ranches and a broad rounded  crown; 
so m etim es  sh rubby , recognized by its bluish foliage; Height: 20-60 
fee t; Bark; ligh t gray; th in  and scaly; Acorns: %-lVi inches long; 
sta lk less; oval or tapering ; Habitat: dry, loamy, rocky slopes; w ith 
o th e r  oaks and  d igger p ines.

Blue oak receives its species name from David Douglas, a 
Scottish botanical explorer. It offers perches for many foothill 
birds and its abundant crop of acorns is eaten by livestock as 
well as by wildlife. It is used principally for fuel.

C A N Y  O N  L IV E  OAK (G o ld e n  O a k )  quercus crysoleops 
DESCRIPTION: E vergreen  tree  w ith greyish bark and large spread
ing  b ranches th a t form  a rounded  crown; often  shrub-like; Height: 
25-75 fee t; Bark: ligh t grey; sm ooth to slightly scaly; Acorns: 3A-\Zi 
inches long; egg-shaped  nu t; Habitat: sandy soils in canyons, rolling 
foo th ills, and  rocky slopes; in pure stands and m ixed forests.



T h e  species Latin name means “golden-scale” and refers to 
its acorn cup which is the Canyon Live O ak’s most distinguish
ing characteristic. T his oak is slow growing and long lived. It 
has dense straight wood that seasons well. T his hard and heavy 
wood was used by early settlers for farm im plem ents, wagon 
w heels, furniture, floors, and wedges for splitting redwood logs 
into railroad ties. It was favored by pioneers for the heads of 
mauls. Acorns and leaf insects of the Canyon Oak are food for 
m any birds and tree-clim bing mammals. Band-tailed pigeons 
can swallow the entire acorn and let their powerful gizzards do 
the shelling. More than fifty types of gall-forming insects work 
on this oak.

IN T E R IO R  L IV E  OAK (Quercus wislizenii) 
DESCRIPTION:  E verg reen  tree w ith short trunk  and stou t spreading 
b ran ch es th a t form  a rounded  crown; som etim es a shrub; Height: 
25-75 fee t; Bark:  grey becom ing furrow ed into narrow scaly ridges; 
Acorns: 1-13A  inches long; egg-shaped , long-pointed; Habitat: slopes 
an d  ravines in foothill w oodlands or near chapparal; w ith  o ther oaks 
and  D igg er P ine .

T h e  Interior Live Oak is very slow growing. Its dense, dark 
green foliage gives protected roosting places for valley quail and 
o ther birds. Insects found munching on its leaves are food 
sought by warblers, viroes, titm ice and other Sierra birds. D eer 
browse its young leaves and its wood is used for fuel.
T  A N O A K  (Lithocarpus densiflorus)
DESCRIPTION:  E vergreen  tree w ith a great central trunk  and crown 
vary ing  from  narrow  and conical to broad and rounded; som etim es a 
sh ru b ; no t a true  oak; Height: 50-80 feet; Bark: brown and thick; 
d e e p ly  furrow ed into  ridges and plates; Acorns: 3A-IV2  inches long; 
m ap le  c h e s tn u t color in saucer-shaped shallow cup; Flowers: num er
ous tiny  w hitish  flowers in catk ins; 3-4 inches long; unpleasant odor; 
Habitat:  m oist valleys and m ountain  slopes; in oak forests.

T anoak  is placed in a separate genus with more than 100 
species native to southeast Asia. While its acorns resemble 
those o f true oaks, its flowers contain tannic acid used for 
tanning hides hence, its name. In recent years, sources of low 
cost tannin from abroad have reduced the dem and for its bark. 
Indians also used this acorn for meal although it was not a first 
choice due to its high acid content. Also, insects infect about 
half the acorns produced.
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C A L IF O R N IA  B U C K E Y E  (Aesculus califomica) 
DESCRIPTION:  S hrub  or small deciduous tree  w ith short trunk , 
o ften  en larg ed  a t the  base; broad rounded  crow n o f crooked branches, 
w ith  m any  show y flowers; Height: 10-25 feet; Bark: light grey; sm ooth 
and  th in ; Flowers: m any w h ite  flow ered spikes at the  tips o f branches; 
c lu ste rs  4-8 inches long; fragrant; bloom  in May; Fruits: 2-3 inches 
long; round  to pear-shaped  seeds; shiny brown rem in iscen t o f a 
b u c k ’s eye; m atu re  in late sum m er; Habitat:  m oist soils o f canyons 
and  on h illsides in chaparral and oak w oodland.

T h e  only native buckeye in the W est, this species is some
tim es grown as an ornamental. Indians used the buckeye as an 
em ergency food and made flour from the poisonous seeds after 
leaching the toxins with boiling water. Miwoks used the 
buckeye to stupify fish. T hey  ground up the seeds and threw 
them  into a temporarily dam m ed stream which in turn caused 
the  stunned  fish to float to the surface making it easy to scoop 
them  up in willow baskets. T h e  toxin did not effect those who 
ate the  fish. C hipm unks and squirrels readily consume the 
seeds, bu t bees are poisoned by the nectar and pollen.

B IG  L E A F  M A P L E  (Acer macrophy Hum)
Description: Sm all to large deciduous tree w ith broad rounded crown 
o f sp read in g  or drooping  branches; Height: 30-90 feet; Bark: grey- 
b row n furrow ed into 4-sided  plates; Flowers: 54 inch; m any yellow 
fragran t flow ers on s lend er drooping stalks up to 6; m ale and fem ale 
flow ers to g e th e r on sam e stalk; m ature in spring; Fruit: 1-154 inches; 
b row n long-w inged  seed struc tu re  w ith  s tiff yellow hairs; bears 1 
seed ; m atu re  in au tum n  w hen they  twirl like heliocopters to the 
g round ; Habitat: Stream  banks in m oist canyon soils; rarely in pure 
stand s.

T h e  com m on and scientific names both refer to the large 
leaves of this beautiful shade tree, particularly showy in au
tum n. T h e  California Indians made cane paddles from the 
wood and obtained maple syrup from the sap. T hey  also used 
the  bark of the Maple for making rope and the wood made 
excellen t fires for smoking m eat and fish. T h e  seeds are food 
for m ice, woodrats, squirrels, chipm unks, and some birds. T he  
ten d er twigs and leaves from the young seedlings are important 
browse food for deer. T h e  only western maple with wood of 
com m ercial value, it is used for veneer, furniture, handles and 
w oodenw are; but, because it rarely forms pure stands it is hard 
to harvest. Delicious maple syrup can be made from the sap in 
w inter.
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O R E G O N  A S H  (Froxinus latifolia)
DESCRIPTION: T a ll deciduous tree w ith long straight trunk  and 
usua lly  narrow  den se  crown; Height: 80 feet; Bark: dark grey or 
b row n; th ick ly  furrow ed w ith scaly ridges; Flowers: Vi inch; male 
yellow ish  and  fem ale greenish  on separate trees; m any together in 
sm all c lusters; m atu re  in spring before the leaves sprout; Fruits: 114-2 
inches; ligh t brow n rounded  w ing shape like canoe paddle; hanging 
in d en se  clusters; m ature in early au tum n; Habitat: w et soils along 
s tream s and  canyons; w ith alder, black cottonw ood willows, and 
oaks.

O regon ash is the only ash native to the northwest. Its wood 
was used by the California Indians for canoe paddles and dig
ging sticks. Indians believed that no poisonous snakes would 
live w here the ash tree grew and that a stick made from its wood 
would m ake a rattlesnake retreat in fear. Also, a tea brewed 
from the bark was thought to cure worms. T h e  wood of the 
O regon Ash is used for furniture, flooring, paneling, boxes and 
fuel b u t it is hard to harvest due to its scattered growth.
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P A C IF IC  M A D R O N E  (Arbutus menziesii)
DESCRIPTION: Broadleaf, flowering, evergreen  tree; tall reddish 
b row n tru n k  w ith  pee ling  bark; open , rounded  or irregular crown of 
s to u t sm ooth  b ranches; Height: 20-80 feet; Leaves: 3-6 inches long; 
narrow  and  ellip tical; turning  red before falling; Bark: reddish-brow n 
an d  sm ooth ; p ee ling  o ff in th in  papery  scales leaving a sm ooth 
g reen ish  u n derb ark ; scaly plates on old trunks; Fruit: Vz inch d iam e
ter; berry -like ; o range-red  and finely warty; m ealy pulp; m ature in 
au tu m n ; Habitat: up land  slopes and canyons; in oak and coniferous 
fo rests; o ften  an understo ry  plant.

Its scientific nam e, “ menziesii” , honors its discoverer, 
A rchibald M enzies, a Scottish physician and naturalist. T he  
th in  bark of the M adrone makes it especially vulnerable to fires 
b u t even  if burned it easily stum p sprouts. California Indians 
ate the fruit raw and cooked; however, overeating causes 
cram ps. T h ey  also made a lotion from the leaves to treat sores 
and cuts. Charcoal from the M adrone was employed by the 
early California settlers in the making of gunpowder. T h e  wood 
o f this tree is very brittle and not commercially developed but 
can be used for making weaving shuttles. T h e  berries are a 
popular food for deer and many Sierran birds. Band-tailed 
pigeons are the principal disseminators of its seeds. T h e  sweet 
odor o f the flowers attracts many honeybees.

'I Oregon Ash Pacific Madrone

237



W H IT E  A L D E R  (Alnus rhombifolia)
Description: M edium  sized deciduous tree w ith tall straight trunk  and 
o p en  ro u n ded  crow n; Height: 70 feet; Leaves: 2-3Vi inches long in 3 
rows; du ll g reen  above, light yellow -green and slightly hairy beneath; 
Bark:  ligh t greyish-brow n; inner bark w hite w hen peeled ; dark 
sh ap ed  m arks w here  branches start; Flowers; tiny; m ale and fem ale 
grow  on sam e branch; m ale yellow ish long drooping catkin; fem ale 
red d ish  w oody catk in  tha t looks like small cone; both dangle from 
tre e  all year; Cones: 3-7 c lu stered  on short stalks; elliptical w ith many 
hard  b lack  scales; Habitat: near stream banks and in foothill wood
lands; w ith  chaparral and Ponderosa P ine.

W hite Alder is named for its pale green foliage and is a 
reliable indicator of running water as it is usually confined to 
stream s that run all summer. Its leaves drop when still green. 
T h e y  are fast growers and have a short life span of about 80-100 
years. T h e  California Indians obtained a red dye from the bark 
by chew ing it and using the colored spittle to dye stems of ferns 
for basketry. A tea made from the bark was used as a blood 
purifier, to produce perspiration, and to check diarrhea. 
L um berm en  consider it to be a “w eed” tree.

B A Y  (California Laurel) < Ubellularia califomica) 
DESCRIPTION:  E verg reen  tree  w ith  short tru nk  usually forked into 
severa l large sp read ing  branches form ing a broad rounded  crown of 
arom atic  foliage; Height: 25-80 feet; Leaves: 2-5 inches long; shiny 
dark  g reen  above, spicy, m enthol-like sm ell w hen  crushed; Bark: 
th in ; dark  reddish-brow n w ith  flat scales; Flowers: Pale yellow 
c lu ste rs  on sta lks a t base o f leaves; bloom  in late w inter or early 
spring ; Fruit:  a nearly  round berry; greenish to purp le w ith  thin pulp 
and  large brow n seed; m atures in late au tum n; Habitat:  m oist soils, 
espec ia lly  in m oun ta in  canyons and valleys; m ixed forests.

T h e  Bay tree requires damp soil and is fond of growing along 
stream s in shade. T h eir volatile leaf oils induce perspiration 
and w ere em ployed by both Califonria Indians and pioneers in 
steam  baths and as a rubbing compound for rheumatism, to 
repel fleas, and to get rid of head lice. T h e  Miwoks made 
hun ting  bows from the bay and often bound the leaf to their 
forehead to cure a headache. T h e  leaves were also crushed and 
sniffed to clear stuffy sinuses (too much though, can induce a 
headache). T h e  trappers of the Hudson Bay Company brewed 
the leaves into a medicinal tea. T h e  Bay has an attractive light 
brown wood that takes a beautiful finish and is used for panel-
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ing, veneer, bowls, boxes, and other wooden ware. Often 
com m ercially m arked as “Oregon M yrtle” it is actually in the 
L aurel Family. Its leaves are prized as an Italian seasoning and 
are beginning to take the place of the European variety.

W ILL O W S (Salixsp.)
Note: T h e re  are ab o u t five d iffe ren t species o f willows along the  rivers 
o f th e  Sierra foothills and rather than  describ ing them  each in detail, 
th e y  w ill be  d ea lt w ith  as a family.
DESCRIPTION: D eciduous, o ften  arom atic trees and shrubs; flexi
b le  b ran ch es form ing an irregular crown; Leaves: sim ple; long and 
narrow ; a lte rn a te  on twigs; turning  yellow in au tum n; Bark: grey or 
b row n; sm ooth  becom ing  scaly or furrow ed; b itte r and arom atic; 
Flowers: tiny  yellow ish or g reenish  flowers in elongated  catkins 
k now n  as “ pussy  w illow s” ; bloom  before leaves appear in spring; 
m ale  an d  fem ale  flow ers on  separate  trees; Fruit: a capsule opening  in 
2-4 parts , con ta in ing  m any m inu te  seeds w ith cottony hairs; takes 
2-12 m illion  seeds to m ake 1 pound; germ inate  w ith in  24 hours of 
b e in g  re leased ; Habitat: w et soils along stream s, or gullies in valleys, 
foo th ills, and  m oun tains; o ften  in pure stands or w ith cottonw oods.

T h e  willow’s nam e is derived from the Celtic “sal” , meaning 
“ near” and “ lis,” m eaning “w ater” . Willow species are quick 
growing with a short life span. T heir thickly m atted root sys
tem s are valuable in preventing soil erosion along stream banks
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and consequendy  help to stabilize watersheds. California In
dians wove strips of the willow bark together for twine and the 
twigs w ere widely used in weaving baskets. T hey  also boiled 
the bark and used the strong tea to remedy sore throats and 
tuberculosis. Powdered willow bark was also used like aspirin 
and as a poultice for burns. Beavers use willows almost exclu
sively for food.

B L A C K  C O T T O N W O O D  (Populus trichocarpa) 
DESCRIPTION: O n e  o f the  ta llest and m ost massive broadleafed 
trees  in N o rth  Am erica; open  crown w ith e rec t branches; resinous 
b u d s  w ith  balsam  odor; Height; 50-125 feet; Leaves: dark shiny green 
above, silvery-w hite  b en ea th ; tu rn ing  yellow  in autum n; Bark: 
sm oo th  yellow ish-w hite  w hen  young, becom ing dark grey and deeply  
grooved  w ith  age; Flowers: m ale and fem ale flowers on separate trees; 
b o th  in th e  form  o f drooping catk ins 1)4-314 inches long; appear in 
early  sp ring  before leaves; Fruit: Va inch in d iam eter; round, 
g reen ish -b ro w n  capsules; each capsule contains tiny woolly seeds 
th a t cover the  ground like co tton  and germ inate best in w et river 
b o ttom s; Habitat: m oist to w et soils o f valleys, m ainly on stream banks 
and  flood plains; o ften  in pure stands or w ith willows and alders.

Black cottonwood is the smallest native western hardwood 
and is always found growing near water, which it uses and stores 
in large quantities. T his tree is particularly fast growing and 
reaches its m aturity in 60 years. It was especially significant to 
pioneers as an indicator of a nearby water source and as a shade 
tree. T oday  the wood is used for boxes, crates, plywood, ven
eer, and barrels. T h e  Black Cottonwood is particularly suited 
for huge platform-like stick nests of blue heron, ospreys, and 
bald eagles. Beavers use cottonwoods for food and building 
purposes, som etim es toppling trees 2 feet thick.

T R E E  O F H E A V E N  (Azlanthusaltissima) 
DESCRIPTION: T a ll, slender, deciduous tree w ith rounded open 
crow n o f  s to u t branches and coarse foliage w ith d isagreeable odor; 
Height: 30-80 feet; Leaves; 1-2 fee t long; green above, paler beneath; 
Bark: ligh t brow n and sm ooth, becom ing fissured w ith m aturity; 
Flowers: red  in b ud  b u t cream  colored in-bloom ; 5 petals; in large 
b ran ch ed  c lusters  6-10 inches long; m ale and fem ale flowers on 
sep ara te  trees; m atu re  in late spring and early sum m er; Fruit: 1 /2  
inches long; show y, crim son, m ature in late sum m er and autum n; 
Habitat: s tream banks and  w idespread  in w aste places.
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Willows
Black Cottonwood

T h e  nam e of this tree comes from a Chinese phrase meaning 
“ tall tree” which is a bit ironic since it is not that tall. It is native 
to C hina and was planted by the early Chinese miners of the 
Sierra N evada foothills where it has become naturalized along 
w atersheds. T h ey  brought it with them  to remind them  of 
hom e, as it grows very rapidly. T h e  T ree  of Heaven is tolerant 
o f crow ded dusty cities and smoggy factory districts and often 
sprouts out o f the cracks in concrete like grass.

T O Y  O N  ( “Christmas-berry”) Heteromeles arbutifolia 
DESCRIPTION: Sm all everg reen  tree  or large shrub  w ith  short trunk , 
d iv id in g  ju s t a few  fee t above the  ground; m any branches form ing a 
ro u n d e d  crow n; Height: 25-35 feet; Leaves: 2-4 inches long; oblong, 
th ic k  and  lea thery ; sharp saw -toothed m argins; glossy dark  green 
above, pa le r b en ea th ; Bark: light grey; sm ooth and arom atic; Flowers: 
Y\ inches; 5 w hite  petals; in uprigh t c lu ster 2-6 inches long; Fruit: 
V̂ -Vi inch ; c lusters o f  small red berry like fruits; m ealy and sour; 
u sua lly  2 seed ed ; rem ain  attached  in w inter; Habitat: along stream s 
and  on dry  slopes; o ften  on sea cliffs; in chaparral and oak w oodland 
zones.
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T oyon is very showy in w inter with evergreen leaves and 
abu n d an t red berries and is popular for Christmas decorations. 
I t is a p ioneer plant in eroded soil and sprouts vigorously after 
fire or cutting. T h e  berries were prized by the California In
dians who ate them  boiled, baked, or dried and ground into 
meal. A tea was made by crushing them  and pouring boiling 
w ater over them . Also, a tea made from the bark and leaves was 
used to relieve stomach aches. Berries are w inter food for 
robins, waxwings and a few other birds. T here  is a small toyon 
tree growing at the State Capitol in Sacramento just below the 
G overnor’s window. It was carried from the lower Stanislaus 
River Canyon on a 86 mile protest walk and transplanted as a 
m em orial just before the lower canyon was drowned by New 
M elones Reservoir. It is a symbol of hope and promise for the 
preservation of the upper canyon.
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R E D B U D  (Cercis occidentalis)
DESCRIPTION: L arge flow ering shrub or small tree w ith rounded 
crow n o f  m any sp read ing  branches; Height: 8-20 feet; Leaves: l-3Vi 
inches; dark  g reen  above, paler b en ea th .; Flowers: Vz inch long; 
pea like  w ith  5 u n eq ua l pu rp lish -p ink  petals; 2-5 in a cluster, bloom 
ing  in early  sp ring  before leaves appear; Seedpods: 2-2>Vz inches long; 
b row n or pu rp lish  th in  pods hanging in clusters along twigs; m ature in 
la te  su m m er; Habitat: canyons and slopes o f foothills and m ountains.

R edbud is one of the most showy and beautiful trees along 
the river canyons in early spring. T ha  California Indians used 
the  wood for bows and the strong pliable bark in weaving 
baskets. T h e  bark is also very astringent and, when made into a 
tea, provides a rem edy for dysentary. D eer browse on its young 
foliage.

B L A C K B E R R Y  (N a tiv e  C alifo rn ian  or H im alayan) 
Rub us ursirtus or Rubus procerus
DESCRIPTION: Both the  N ative and H im alayan varieties o f b lack
berry  are tho rny  trailing or c lim bing shrubs form ing a typical briar 
th ic k e t; s tem s, branches, and foliage all have s tou t spines; Height: 
s tem s 3-20 fe e t long; Leaves: 3-6 inches long; com pound; evergreen; 
N a tiv e  has 3 leaflets, H im alayan has five leaflets; Flowers: w hite , in 
c lu ste rs  o f 2-15; 5 petals; 5 sepals; m any stam ens; Fruit: Vz-Va inch 
long; sw eet, black, m any-lobed berry; m ature in sum m er and fall; 
Habitat: s tream s and m oist soils; shady w oodlands, fields, and em pty  
lots.

T h e  Latin word “ R ubus” , naming the Genus of this plant, 
m eans bram ble and relates to the tickets that blackberries form. 
T h e  berries are sw eet and very delicious. T hey  can be prepared 
in m any ways: jams, jellies, pancakes, muffins or just eaten 
fresh o ff the vine. T h e  California Indians dried the berries for 
preservation. Fresh berries were pounded to form cakes or 
m ixed with dry m eat and fat to make pemmican. T ea made 
from the roots was the most frequently used remedy for 
diarrhea and for sore throats. T h e  leaves also make a good wild 
tea. Blackberries rank at the top of the list of summer foods for 
m uch o f the Sierra’s wildlife particularly birds and wood rats. 
T h e  stem s and foliage are browsed by mule deer and the dense 
th ickets provide great nesting sites for birds and protective 
cover for many small mammals.
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Blackberry

C H A M IS E  (.Adenostomafasciculatum)
DESCRIPTION: Sh rub  diffusely  branched and clo thed  w ith ever
g reen  lea f bund les; Height: 2-12 feet; Leaves: 54 inch long; in thick 
b u n d le s ; sharp  tips; linear and leathery; often  resinous; Bark: reddish 
to g rey ish -b row n, becom ing sh reddy  w ith age; Flowers: 5 roundish 
w h ite  peta ls; 5 sepals; crow ded in term inal clusters; Habitat: m ost 
com m on  p lan t o f the  chaparral com m unity ; from the  lower foothills 
up  to th e  P onderosa  P ines; o ften  in pure stands.

C ham ise often grows in thickets that are almost im penetr
able to man and pack animals but afford favorable shelter for 
m any small mammals such as rabbits and rodents. Its stump 
sprouts abundantly  after a fire. A tea made from the leaves was 
considered by the California Indians to be valuable for colds, 
cram ps, and lockjaw. T h e  oil from the stem was used in healing 
sores and infections and an infusion from the leaves and bark 
was also said to be useful in treating syphillis.

B U C K  B R U S H  (Ceonothus cuneatus)
DESCRIPTION: E verg reen  shrub  w ith tough trunk  and low branches 
th a t fo rm  a rounded  to irregular crown; Height: 3-8 feet; Leaves: 54-1 
inch  long; opposite ; Bark: greyish-brow n; Flowers: small w hite
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c lu ste rs  w ith  a sw eet odor; Fruit: 3-lobed brow n capsule; Habitat: dry 
chaparra l slopes in foothill b e lt.

T h e  leaves and stem s o f Buck Brush are favorites w ith the deer, 
g iv ing  th e  p lan t its com m on nam e. T h e  California Indians m ade a tea 
from  th e  bark  and  roots to aid in digestion . Som e tribes used the 
red d ish  roots for a dye. T h e  flowers m ake a good lathery soap w hen 
c ru sh ed  and  m ixed w ith  w ater.

M A N Z A N IT A  (Arctostaphylos viscida)
DESCRIPTION: L arge, den se , evergreen  shrub  branching near base, 
w ith  s to u t, c rooked , tw isted  trunks and branches form ing a rounded 
crow n broad as it is high; Height: 4-20 feet; Leaves: 1-2 inches long; 
th ick  an d  leathery ; dull green  on both  surfaces, som etim es w ith tiny 
hairs; Bark: dark  reddish-brow n and ex trem ely  sm ooth; Flowers: V4-V2 
inch  long; lan te rn -shaped ; w hite  to rosy p ink; num erous in m any 
b ran ch ed  clusters, d rooping at end  o f twig; m ature in late w inter to 
early  spring ; Fruit: / 4-V2 inch d iam eter; round and berry-like; light 
b row n to  d e e p  red; m ealy pu lp  w ith  several nu tlets; m ature in late 
su m m er; Habitat: dry slopes o f m ountain  canyons, chaparral foothills, 
and  oak  w oodlands.

M anzan ita  is Spanish  for “ little  ap p le” , referring to its small ber
ries. T h e  M iw oks, and later Spanish settlers, m ade the ripe berries 
in to  a cider. T h e y  also ate  large quan tities  fresh or dried for flour. T h e  
d ried  seed s  w ere b ea ten  to a fine flour and m ade into m ush or thin 
cakes th a t w ere  baked  in ashes. T h e  attractive reddish-brow n 
b ran ch es o f  the  M anzanita becom e tw isted  into odd shapes w hich are 
trim m e d  in to  co llectors’ item s called “ m ountain  driftw ood” . T h e  
berries  o f  the  43 species o f M anzanita are consum ed in vast quantities 
by  w ild life . Its  foliage provides sh e lte r for birds and small mam m als 
and  d e e r  love to brow se the  leaves and twigs.

B U T T O N B U S H  (Cephalanthus occidentalis)
DESCRIPTION: D eciduous shrub  or small tree w ith m any spreading 
b ran ch es tha t form  irregular crowns; bears balls o f w hite flowers 
re sem b lin g  pin  cushions and has a strong fragrance; Height: 12-20 
fee t; Leaves: ZVi-b inches long; opposite  or 3 in a whorl; shiny green 
above, paler, som etim es hairy benea th ; Bark: gray or brown, becom 
ing  fu rrow ed  into  rough scaly ridges; Flowers: V2 inch; tubular, four- 
lobed  corrola; w h ite  and fragrant; arranged in tigh t bu tton  or ball-like 
c lu ste rs  \-lV 2 inches in d iam eter; bloom s from late spring through 
su m m er; Fruit: rough brow n balls com posed o f m any small dry 
n u tle ts , each  2 -seeded ; m atu re  in au tum n; Habitat: w et soils border
ing  stream s and lakes.
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T h e  poisonous foliage of this abundant species is unpalatable 
to livestock. Its flowers produce large amounts of honey. Ducks 
and o ther w ater birds and shorebirds consume the seeds.

B u tto n  Bush Buck Brush

Chamise

Manzanita
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Y E R B A  S A N T A  (Eriodictyon califomicum) 
DESCRIPTION: S h rubby , arom atic, evergreen  p lan t w ith shredding 
b a rk  ; Height: 2-8 feet; Leaves: a lternate , thick , and irregularly 
to o th ed ; ob long  sticky, and  leathery; glossy green  above, w hitish  and 
d u ll w ith  vivid veina tion  below ; very sticky or resinous; Flowers: Vi-3A 
inches; w h itish -lavender in coiled clusters; tubu lar w ith 5 lobes; 
b loom s from  M ay to Ju ne ; Fruit: w hite  gum m y capsule w ith black 
seed s; Habitat: open , dry, rocky slopes and ridges; especially preva
le n t in chaparral com m unities.

T h e  com m on nam e of this plant, meaning “saintly herb” , 
was given to it by a Spanish father who learned of its many 
m edicinal properties from the California Indians. T h e  Miwoks 
boiled a tea from the leaves for colds, coughs, and sore throats. 
A poultice of fresh leaves was applied to promote healing of the 
w ounds and over fractures to reduce the swelling. T h e  dried 
leaves w ere the principle ingredient in a pleasant smoking 
m ixture called “ Kini-kinick” . T his herb entered the U .S., 
pharm acopoeia in 1894 and has been employed as a tonic and to 
relieve coughs, colds, stomach aches, diarrhea, and asthma. T o  
m ake a tea, tear up 2-3 leaves and pour boiling water over them , 
cover, and let steep. Chewing the fresh leaves produces a sweet 
refreshing taste after the initial bitterness dissipates.
P O IS O N  O A K  (Rhus diversiloba)
DESCRIPTION: W oody deciduous shrub or vine; erect or spreading; 
Height: 2-8 fee t; Leaves: 1-4 inches long; a lternate ; com pound w ith 3 
leafle ts; variab le  roundish  or ovate; wavy, shallow -lobed margins; 
sh in y  g reen ; Bark: ligh t brow n and slightly scaly or furrow ed; Flowers: 
g reen ish -w h ite  w ith  5 petals; arranged in clusters o f small flowers; 
Fruit: w h itish-b row n berry-like clusters w ith stony seeds; Habitat: 
m oist soils o f  s tream s, through foothill belt to lower m ountain slopes 
and  valleys.

Poison O ak is the most widespread California shrub and has 
one of the  largest gene pools, allowing for a great variance in its 
form -— ranging from a small woody plant to a massive vine or 
dense shrub. M any people have allergic reactions to Poison 
O ak ranging from a slight itch to a massive rash with blisters and 
severe swelling. Im m unity to poison oak is erratic and may 
com e and go; so, it is best to always exercise caution after 
com ing in contact with this plant. Wash the skin with cool water 
and soap, preferably fels-naptha. T here  are a couple of plants 
tha t are found in close proximity to poison oak that can be used
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as rem edies. A strong tea made from manzanita leaves applied 
to the rash helps to dry it up. Also, the pulverized bulb of soap 
root m ixed w ith a little water to make a slight lather applied to 
the  rash and left to dry may have good results. It is im portant to 
rem em ber that the oils are toxic on the branches of the plants 
even w hen the leaves have fallen. Full-blooded Indians seem 
to have a lasting im m unity to the poison in this plant or are only 
slightly affected. Some are said to have eaten a small piece of a 
young leaf in early spring to prevent the poison from affecting 
them  the rest o f the year, although this technique is not recom
m ended. Poison O ak had many im portant uses to the Miwoks. 
T h e  stem s wre sometimes used in weaving baskets and the 
juice from the stem s or leaves was used as a cure for warts. T he  
juice was also used as a black dye after it had oxidized and was 
em ployed in basket fibers and in tatooing the skin. It had yet 
ano ther use as a cure for ringworm. T h e  fresh leaves bound 
tightly over a rattlesnake bite were thought to counteract the 
poison if applied immediately. Quail love the berries of poison 
oak and help in its propogation by scaring the seeds in digestion 
m aking it easier to sprout after they come out. In fall its brilliant 
red foliage covers many slopes and roadsides.

W IL D  G R A P E  (Vitus califomica)
DESCRIPTION: T h is  w oody vine has the  sam e appearance as cu lti
v a ted  grapes clim bing  5-50 fee t by tendrils; Leaves: deciduous; lI i-5  
inches w ide ; a lte rn a te , roundish , heart-shaped  at base; wooly sur
face; opposite ; Flowers: 5 g reen ish-w hite  petals; in b ranched clusters; 
very  fragrant; Fruit: V̂ -Vz inch; juicy  purplish berry; large seeds; 
Flowering: M ay-June; Habitat: stream  banks and canyons below  4000 
fee t.

Wild grape often climbs in oaks and cottonwoods, and some
tim es its foliage blankets and kills the tree by excluding the 
sunlight. T h e  California Indians used the wild grape much as 
we use the cultivated grape today. T hey  ate the fruit fresh or 
dried. Vines were som etim es used for weaving baskets and the 
juice from the leaves was taken for diarrhea. In emergencies, 
w ater may be obtained by cutting the vine at the bottom and 
le tting  the  juice drain into your mouth. T h e  sweet smelling 
blossoms attract many bees and the large leaves are often used 
to wrap o ther foods.
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B R O A D  L E A F E D  H E R B S

M O N K E Y  FL O W E R  (Minulus guttatus)
Note: T h e re  are abou t 6 d iffe ren t species o f M onkey Flow ers in the 
river canyons o f the  M otherlode, varying in color and structure, bu t 
th e  ac tual shape o f th e  flow er itse lf is similar.
DESCRIPTION: A leafy p lan t ranging from spindly  and tiny  to large 
and  bu sh y  w ith  yellow  flowers on slender hollow stem s; it is a 
perren ia l herb ; Flowers: V2-W2 inches long; yellow, often  w ith red or 
b row n sp eck le s  near the  open ing  resem bling a m onkey face; 2 lobes 
o f  u p p e r  lip b e n t upw ard and 3 lobes o f low er lip b en t dow nw ard; 4 
s tam en s; Height: 1-3 fee t tall; Leaves: Vi-4 inches long; Flowering: 
A p ril-S ep tem b er; Habitat: w et places from sea level to high m oun
tains; freq u en tly  along stream  banks.

T h e re  are 80 d iffe ren t species o f m onkey  flower in California w ith 
colors ranging  from  yellow  to purp le. Its juicy  leaves may be eaten  raw 
as a salad g reen  b u t have a slightly  b itte r  flavor.

Y A R R O W  (Achillea millefolium)
DESCRIPTION: An arom atic perennial herb  w ith  fernlike leaves and 
c lu ste rs  o f w h ite  flowers: Height: 1-7 feet; Flowers: flattish dense 
c lu s te r  o f  sm all w h ite  to p ink  flowers at the  head o f a tough fibrous 
s tem ; com posite  w ith  3-5 ray flowers and 10-20 disk flowers; Leaves: 
b lades are d iv ided  into  fine feathery  segm ents; Habitat: occurs in 
o p en  areas in a vast variety  o f hab itats from the  coast to high m ountain 
a ltitu d e s.

T h e  genus nam e of yarrow, Achillea, refers to Achilles, who 
in the legendary siege of Troy, revealed the healing powers of 
this herb  in treating the wounds his warriors received in battle. 
Also, a tea from the leaves and flowers mixed with equal parts of 
m int has been  used in treating fevers and colds. It is reputed to 
have anaesthetic properties and the powdered root may be 
inserted  in the hollow of a decaying tooth to relieve the pain or 
applied  to deep  bodily wounds. Yarrow was greatly esteem ed 
by English herbalists for stomach cramps and to stimulate the 
appetite . An old legend says that an ounce of Yarrow placed 
under the pillow before going to sleep will bring a vision of a 
fu ture husband or wife.
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Monkey Flower

L o  Lupine

L U P IN E  (Lupinussp.)
Note: T h e re  are at least 5 d ifferen t species o f L u p in e  in the river 
canyons o f  th e  M otherlode, ranging from the small, delicate M inia
tu re  L u p in e  to the  sh rubby  Bush L up ine .
DESCRIPTION: A greyish, hairy, branched  p lan t w ith palm ately 
c o m p o u n d  leaves and b lue-vio let and w hite  pea flowers arranged in 
w horls. In  som e species the  flowers are yellow; Height: 4 inches-7 
fee t; Flowers: Vi inch; v io let to yellow  pea flowers; 10 fused stam ens; 
w horls arranged  in sp ikes; Leaves: hairy, greyish-green; Fruit: flat
te n e d  hairy  pod w ith  2-12 seeds; Flowering: M arch-A ugust; Habitat: 
o p en  grassy m eadow s to rocky slopes

T h e  genus name, Lupinus, means wolf and refers to the 
obsolete notion that the lupine is wolf-like in character, devour
ing nu trien ts from the soil. Actually this is far from the truth as
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they prefer poor soil which they enrich with nitrogen. T heir 
th in  deep  roots help to stabilize sandy soil and in fact were 
planted  on the sand dunes upon which Golden Gate Park was 
built. In 1967, Arctic Lupine seeds were discovered frozen in a 
lem m ing burrow. T h ey  were estim ated to be 10,000 years old 
and w hen planted, germ inated in 48 hours; sturdy seeds. As 
their pods m ature and dry, their walls become elastic and burst 
open, instantly throwing the seeds a long distance. On sunny 
warm afternoons they can be heard softly popping like muffled 
popcorn. M any species are toxic to livestock.

STONECROP (Dudleya cymosa)
DESCRIPTION: A perrenial succu len t w ith few reddish flowering 
s ta lk s w ith  d en se  flow er clusters tha t grow from a basal rosette of 
th ick  su ccu le n t g rey ish-green leves; Height: 4-8 inches; Flowers: 5 
yellow  to red  petals; fleshy and joined  to base; 5 fleshy sepals; flower 
sta lk s grow from  the  side; Leaves; 2-4 inches long in basal rosette and 
also along  stem ; those  along the  stem  being  m uch sm aller; Flowering: 
A pril-Ju ly; Habitat: ho t, dry, rocky cliffs at low er elevations.

T h e  species o f stonecrop in California hybridize easily, mak
ing their identification difficult. T heir leaves have pores that 
open at night to let in carbon dioxide for photosynthesis, but 
close in the  day to prevent water loss. T hey  were considered a 
delicacy by some California Indian tribes and the fleshy leaves 
w ere eaten  raw. M any plants in this genus, “ Dudleyas” are on 
the rare and endangered species list and they should only be 
ea ten  in survival situations.

C A L IF O R N IA  P O P P Y  (Eschscholzia califomica) 
DESCRIPTION: A brilliant yellow - to orange bowl shaped flower 
born on a single stem  w ith  b lu ish-green  fern-like leaves; Height: 8-24 
inches; Flowers: 1-2 inches w ide; 4 fan shaped  petals; d eep  yellow to 
orange; m any stam ens; sepals jo ined  into a cone w hich is pushed  off 
as th e  flow er opens; Fruit: 114-4 inches long; slender and slightly 
cu rv ed  capsu le ; Leaves: Vi-ZVi inches long; d iv ided into narrow seg
m e n ts  on long stalks; Flowering: F ebruary-S ep tem ber; Habitat: open 
m eadow s to grassy slopes.

T h e  genus, Eschscholzia, was nam ed by Chamisso, a 
G erm an naturalist who found the California Poppy on San 
Francisco’s sand dunes in 1816 and named it after his expedi
tion’s surgeon, Eschscholz. T h e  California Indians used the
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poppy’s narcotic qualities as a painkiller and ate the leaves as a 
vegetable. T h e  spicy fragrance of this plant attracts many 
beetles which serve as pollinators.

L A R K S P U R  (Delphinium hansenii)
DESCRIPTION: P e renn ia l herb  on single stem  w ith  large vio let-b lue 
flow er and  d eep ly  lobed palm ate leaves; Height: 1-2 feet; Flowers: 
d ark  b lu ish -p u rp le  and  w hite  flowers on dense  spikes; 4 petals; 5 
large sepals ex ten d in g  into a backw ard projecting  spur tha t looks like 
an  e le p h a n t’s trunk ; Leaves: 2-3 inches long; d ivided into narrow 
lob ed  seg m en ts; basal leaves w ither before flowers bloom ; Flowering: 
M arch-Ju ly ; Habitat: well drained  soils; grassy slopes in chaparral and 
p in e  forests.

T h is  plant is not a friend to ranchers; it is very poisonous to 
cattle.
O W L ’S C L O V E R  — E S C O B IT A  (Orthocarpus sp.) 
Note: T h e re  are 4 or 5 d iffe ren t species o f O w l’s C lover in the  river 
canyons o f the  M otherlode.
DESCRIPTION (general): M any golden-yellow  or rose-and-w hite col
o red  flow ers, p ro trud ing  from hairy bracts at the  top o f this erect 
an n u a l p lant; Height: 4-16 inches; Flowers: term inal c luster o f tiny
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flow ers; 3 -lobed  pouch peering  from hairy bracts, angled upwards; 
above pouch  is a short, hooked , velvety  beak; vary from yellow to rose 
to w h ite  and  com binations thereof; Leaves: long and narrow; som e
tim es d iv ided  in to  3 lobes or segm ents; Flowering: April - Septem ber; 
Habitat: fie lds and  open  w oodlands

“ E scobita” , this plant’s Spanish name, means “ little broom” 
and refers to its flower cluster. Its common name, Owl’s Clover, 
refers to the swollen head-like ends of the flower that seem to 
peer from the bract as an owl peers around from the leaves of a 
tree. Following a w et spring, meadows are carpeted with this 
beautifu l flower.
S T IN G IN G  N E T T L E  (Urtica holoseriea)
DESCRIPTION: A nnual or perenn ial herb  w ith square, stout, un
b ran ch ed  stem s bearing  bristly sting ing  hairs; Height: 2-7 feet; Flow
ers: tiny  g reen  hanging  loosely in clusters at the  base o f leaves; Leaves: 
o p p o site , coarsely too thed  m argins; strongly veined; oval with 
p o in te d  ends; g reen  above, greyish and dow ny beneath ; also with 
s tin g in g  hairs; Flowering; Ju ly -S ep tem ber; Habitat: m oist soil espe
cially  along  stream s.

T h e  stinging hairs on this nettle contain formic acid, the 
sam e toxin in red ants. Touching them  causes a stinging irrita
tion and may leave tiny white dots on the skin. Cooking them  
rem oves this unpleasant property and once boiled they are a 
nutritious green, high in vitamins A & C, protein, and have 
m ore iron than spinach. W hen gathering them , one should use 
scissors and gloves for obvious reasons. T h e  juice of stinging 
n e ttle  acts as an antidote for its own sting. California Indians 
use a decoction of the roots to bathe joints afflicted with 
rheum atism , as did the Aztecs. Stem  fibers were used by the 
Indians in m aking bowstrings, fishing line, and baskets; and by 
E uropeans for fiber in clothes. A yellow dye may also be 
obtained by boiling the roots. A tea of nettle  leaves has been 
em ployed by m odern herbalists to remedy dysentary and re
duce fever. N ettles are rich in nitrogen and are often used to 
ferm en t com post heaps by commercial nurseries that sell 
purely organic fertilizer.
G O L D F IE L D S  (Lasthenia chrysostima)
DESCRIPTION: A small s lend er annual herb  w ith reddish stem s, 
narrow  leaves and  a sm all yellow  flower head at the  end  o f each 
b ranch ; Height: 4-10 inches; Flowers: com posite, golden-yellow
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flow er head  w ith  abou t 10 oblong rays surrounding  m any tiny disk 
flow ers; Leaves: inches long; sm ooth margins; Flowering:
M arch-M ay; Habitat: open  fields or m eadow s and hillsides at low 
e leva tions

Goldfields can be found in open areas with poor soils, where 
the  grass is sparse. If  the moisture is ample, it will form carpets 
o f gold; hence its name, particularly appropriate for M other
lode Country.

P O P C O R N  FL O W E R  (Plagiobothrys nothofulvus) 
DESCRIPTION: A s lend er hairy p lan t w ith basal and stem  leaves and 
sm all w h ite  flow ers in a spiral or coil resem bling  popcorn; Height; 6-20 
inches; Flowers: c lusters o f small flowers w ith five fused w hite petals 
th a t have a yellow  ring o f pads in the  cen ter; Leaves: those at base 
sp a tu la  shaped  in a tuft; those on stem  becom ing progressively 
sm alle r tow ards top; Flowering: M arch-M ay; Habitat: open  places; 
co m m only  in grasslands and m eadow s.

M any species have a purp le dye in the  stem s and roots.
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C H IN E S E  H O U S E S  (Collinsiaheterophylla)
DESCRIPTION: A nnual herb  w ith purp le intricate flowers in several 
w ide ly  spaced  w horls a t the  top  o f a sparse leafy stem ; Height: 4-12 
inches; Flowers: 2 -lipped  w ith the  m iddle lobe o f the lower lip sunken  
in to  a s tru c tu re  like the  keel o f a boat contain ing the  4 stam ens and 
p istil; Leaves: opposite ; narrow and triangular; scalloped m argins; in 
pairs; Flowering: M arch-S eptem ber; Habitat: D ry, open , and rocky 
slopes and  shaded  places at low er elevations.
T h is  is one of the most common and most spectacular wildflow- 
ers o f the  M otherlode. T h e  flowers grow in perfect rings of 
w idely spaced bands around the stem, forming a fairytale 
pogoda of “Chinese H ouses” .
C A L IF O R N IA  B U T T E R C U P  (Rannunculuscalijomicas) 
DESCRIPTION: E rec t stem s branch from fibrous roots giving rise to 
b rig h t yellow  flow ers w ith  a shiny u p pe r surface; Height: \-2Zi feet; 
Flowers: 9-16 lem on-yellow  petals w ith  a nectar gland a t the  base of 
each  p e ta l; Leaves: w idely  spaced, paired , p innate  leaves w ith  3 lobes 
a t th e  en d ; Flowering: F ebruary-June; Habitat: m oist slopes and 
m eadow s.

T h e  genus nam e, Ranunculus, means “ little frog” and refers 
to the w et habitat where both the buttercup and frogs abound. 
T h e re  are several species in the river canyons of the M other
lode b u t the most common is the California Buttercup. T he  
M iwoks gathered their seeds in late June and afterwards win
now ed, dried, and stored. Before eating, they were parched 
and pulverized in a grinding hole, then often added to pinole, a 
seedy cereal.

B A B Y  B L U E  E Y E S  (Nemophila menziesii)
DESCRIPTION: A low spraw ling annual p lan t w ith pale to bright 
b lu e  bow l shaped  flowers tha t bloom  singly on slender stalks; Height: 
4-12 inches; Flowers: 5 broad petals, often  paler near base; generally 
w ith  rad ia ting  lines o f tiny  b lack dots; 5 stam ens; Leaves: Yz-ZVz inches 
long; oblong; opposite  d iv ided  into  segm ents w ith tee th  along the 
ed g es; Flowering: M arch-June; Habitat: grassy hillsides, m eadows 
and  am ong  brush

Baby Blue Eyes is considered to be one of the most charming 
and delicate wildflowers in California. T h e  tiny black dots 
serve as nectar guidelines for potential insect pollinators.
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M U L E ’S E A R S  (Wyethia angustifolia)
DESCRIPTION: T h is  p lan t appears as if it is varnished w ith resin; the 
s to u t leafy  s tem s grow from  clum ps o f low leaves end ing  in several 
large d e e p  yellow  flow er heads, resem bling sunflow ers; Height: 12-32 
inches h igh; Flowers: cen tral head 3-5 inches w ide; 13-21 bright 
yellow  ray flow ers at bases o f disc flowers; Leaves: those at base 8-24 
inches w ith  long b lades on short stalks; larger than  those on stalk 
w h ich  have th e ir bases w rapped  partly  around stem ; Flowering: May- 
Ju ly ; Habitat: o pen  hillsides, woods, and m eadow s in the foothills.

O nly a little stretch of the imagination is necessary to see the 
large basal leaves of this plant as alert mules ears. T he  
California Indians parched and ground the large seeds of the 
M ule’s Ears and m ade them  into pinole, a seedy cereal. Young 
shoots w ere eaten  raw, after peeling off the outer coating. T he  
M iwoks m ade a tea from the leaves to bathe fever patients.
I N D I A N  R H U B A R B  (Peltiphyllumpeltatum)
DESCRIPTION: C oarse perennial herb  tha t form s masses o f round 
jag ged ly  to o th ed  leaves on rough hairy stalks; Height: 2-6 feet; Flow
ers: sm all 5 p e ta led ; w hitish-p ink ; in large round branched clusters; 
ap p ears  before the  leaves; Leaves: roundish w ith shallow lobes; s tiff 
hairs; a p p ea r a fte r flow er stalk  w ilts; Flowering: A pril-June; Habitat: 
b anks o f  m oun ta in  stream s and  foothill river canyons.

T h e  fleshy leafstalks of this plant may be peeled and eaten as 
is, in a salad, or cooked and added to stews, although cooking 
destroys some of their flavor.
M U  G W O R T (Artemesia douglastana)
DESCRIPTION: P e renn ia l herb  w ith  dow ny, silvery leaves and stem ; 
Height: 1-5 fee t; Flowers: green ish  to red-brow n com posite flowers 
grow ing  in d en se  sp ikes; flow er head consists o f 6-10 ray flowers and 
10-25 d isk  flow ers; Leaves: 2Vz-6 inches long; a lternate  and very 
arom atic; lobes or te e th  on m argins; silvery green  above, paler be
n ea th ; hairy; Flowering: Ju ly-O ctober; Habitat: m oist, shaded  areas o f 
w oods and  along stream sides.

W ell known since antiquity, Mugwort is described on an 
Egyptian papyrus dated 1600 B.C. as a useful medicinal herb. 
M edeival legend says that sleeping on a pillow filled with 
M ugw ort allows a person to dream into their future. T he 
M iwok Indians took small balls containing Mugwort and other 
“ m edicine” plants and wore them  strung on a necklace to 
p reven t dream ing of the dead and to repel ghosts at night. 
Corpse handlers rubbed them selves with Mugwort for the same
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reason. T h e  leaves were also worn in the nostrils of mourners 
w hen crying, the pungent odor clearing the head. A Mugwort 
was used as a rem edy for rheum atism , and even today has been 
taken  to relieve obstructed menstruation and to quell the itch
ing from a poison oak rash. Chinese doctors rely upon Mugwort 
for use in moxibustion, a process whereby the herb is made into 
incense, then burned and lightly applied to acupuncture points 
to stim ulate them  instead of using a needle.
M IN E R ’S L E T T U C E  (Indian Lettuce) Montiaperfoliata 
DESCRIPTION: A nnual herb  w ith basal roundish leaves tha t em erge 
from  a long fleshy stem ; Height: 1-14 inches; Flowers: w hite  to p in 
k ish ; tiny ; 5 peta ls  and 2 sepals; paired or in a bund le ; em erg ing  from 
th e  c e n te r  o f  th e  leaf; Leaves: basal; two types, round and erec t or 
lan ceo lo t lying close to the  ground; Flowering: M arch-July; Habitat: 
L oose m oist soil in shady places; frequen tly  near stream s.
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M iner’s L ettuce is one of the few native plants from this 
country that have been introduced into Europe. It was a popu
lar salad herb for the California Indians who also decocted a 
laxative tea from it. T h e  miners, who had little fresh food, used 
it to stave off scurvy. M iner’s L ettuce makes a tasty nutritional 
salad and can also be steam ed like spinach. Its black tiny seeds 
are an im portant source of food for small songbirds.



L IL Y -L IK E  M O N O C O T Y L E D O N S  
A N D  F E R N S

B R O D IA E A  (Brodiaea sp.)
Note: T h e re  are 5 species o f Brodiaea tha t com m only occur in the 
canyons o f the  M otherlode. T h e y  are: G rass-nuts, G olden Brodiaea, 
H arv es t B rodiaea, B lue D icks, and T w in ing  Brodiaea. 
DESCRIPTION (general): A v io let-purp le or yellow flowered peren 
nial and  relative o f the  lily tha t grows from a bulb , technically term ed 
a corm ; Height: 1-2 feet; Flowers: funnel-shaped  petals tha t form a 
loose to tigh t c lu ste r or um bel on top o f a single leafless stem ; 6 
s tam en s; b lu ish -v io let in m ost species excep t the  G olden; Leaves: 
long and  slender; grass-like w ith parallel veins m aking it a monocot; 
basal; usually  w ith e r before the  flow er appears; Flowering: M arch- 
Ju n e ; Habitat: op en  grassy m eadow s and hillsides.

Brodiaea was named for James Brodie, an early Scotch 
botanist. T h e  bulbs of this plant are thought to have been one 
o f the most im portant underground food plants of the Miwoks. 
T h e y  w ere gathered in large quantities with digging sticks and 
eaten  raw, fried, boiled, or roasted. W hen eaten raw, they are 
som ew hat m ucilagenous and their flavor is improved if boiled 
slowly for a few m inutes. But they are at their best when roasted 
slowly in hot ashes for a half hour to an hour, during which time 
they becom e rather sweet. Gophers are also fond of the bulbs. 
Brodiaeas are beautiful wildflowers and should be sampled only 
in em ergencies or w hen growing in great abundance.
M A R IP O S A  L IL Y  (Calochortus venustus)
DESCRIPTION: P e renn ia l herb  tha t stem s from a bulb  w ith narrow 
basal leaves and a showy bow l-shaped flower; Height: 4-16 inches; 
Flowers: 3 large w edge-shaped  petals, each w ith a big glandular pit 
n ea r th e  base; bow l-shaped; u p pe r dark red spot w ith yellowish 
border; 6 stam ens; Leaves: 1-2 long, slender, basal leaves; few on 
s tem ; Flowering: April-July; Habitat: sandy, rocky soil; dry open 
slopes.

M ariposa (m eaning “butterfly” in Spanish) have a delicate 
beauty  fine enough to have become the stuff of legend. Several 
thousand years ago it was believed they encouraged virtue and 
purity. A nother myth warns that close sniffing of this lily will 
cause freckles to appear on one’s nose. T h e  bulbs of the
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mariposa were a very im portant food to the Miwoks, and in 
April, after budding, were dug with a stick by both men and 
w om en. T h e y  were roasted for about 20 m inutes in hot ashes 
and w hen done, were like soft boiled potatoes. T hese are one 
o f the  m ost spectacular wildflowers of the M otherlode so it is 
wise to ea t their bulbs only in em ergency situations. T hey  offer 
far more with their flowers than they ever could with their food.

G L O B E  L IL Y  OR F A IR Y  L A N T E R N  (Calochortusalbus)
DESCRIPTION: P erenn ial herb  tha t sprouts from underground  bulb 
w ith  narrow  basal leaves and a delicate nodding  w hite  flower; Height:
1-2 fee t; Flowers: b ranched  stem  gives b irth  to 2 or 3, w hite to rose 
g lo b e lik e  nodd ing  flowers; 3 broad petals folded over one another; 3 
sepals; Leaves: 2-6 long s lend er basal leaves; those on stem  are 
sm aller; sm ooth  m argins; dull g reen  on both sides; Flowering: April- 
Ju n e ; Habitat: shaded  rocky places; open  w oodlands and brush.
T h is  lily w ith its delicate globe shape, is often referred to as a 
fairy lantern.
H O R S E T A IL S  (Equisetum arvense)
DESCRIPTION: R ush-like plants w ith  creeping  rootstocks and p e 
renn ial s tem s th a t are very short-lived; Stems; cylindrical, flu ted  or 
b am boo-like ; surface o f branches and stem s is covered w ith silica; at 
top  o f each  fertile  s tem  is a solitary cone tha t contains the  plants 
spores; Spores: m inu te ; num erous and round or oval; contain 
ch lorophy ll and  m oisture; w hen  ripe they  only live for a few days and 
g e rm in a te  in a few  hours; Height: 2-20 inches; Habitat: m oist soil 
a long  s tream s and  rivers; in m arshes and o th er dam p places.
H orsetails are considered to be the most primitive of the fern 
fam ilies w ith a history bette r known than any other living order 
of plants. It existed as a large tree-like plant, up to 60 feet tall, 
in the  Carboniferous age, nearly 300 million years ago. Its 
p resen t appearance has hardly changed other than its height. 
Horsetails w ere so num erous that their spores left behind the 
great beds of coal and oil. T h e  California Indians used the 
silica-covered stem s to scour pots and pans (which is why 
som etim es they are referred to as scouring rushes). T h e  young 
tips w ere used as a diuretic for bladder and kidney problems. 
Also, a strong tea boiled from the stems and applied externally 
is said to stop the bleeding of wounds and contains effective
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antiseptic and disinfectant properties. In Chinese medicine, a 
tea boiled from the stem s is used as a pain reliever and to expel 
gas.

Mariposa Lily

Brodiaea
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Horsetails

Globe L ily



F E R N S

G O L D B A C K  F E R N  (Pityrogramma triangularis) 
DESCRIPTION: T rian gu lar leaf, (frond), on shiny black stem ; 
Height: 4-12 inches; Leaf (frond): stou t; triangular-shaped; pinnate 
w ith  d e e p  lobes; dark  green  above, yellow -w hite pow dery spores 
below ; Stem: sh iny  and  sm ooth; black-brow n; Rhizome (rootstock); 
sh o rt and  s tou ter; Habitat: sun  or shade in rocky soil and crevices.

T h e  dark stem s of the Goldback Fern were prized for use in 
basketry  to add color. Indian children would make leafprints on 
their clothes by slapping the leaf on them  with the bottom spore 
side down.
M A ID E N H A IR  F E R N  (Adiantum jordani) 
DESCRIPTION: E verg reen , delicate , creeping  fern w ith black shiny 
s te m  and  fan-shaped  leaves; Height: to 24 inches long; Leaves 
(fronds): fan -shaped  w ith  low er m argins sm ooth and upper margins 
to o th ed  or lobed  and  curling  u n d e r (which is w here the spores are 
sto red ); Stem: de lica te ; shiny and sm ooth; blackish-brow n; p innatelv  
b ran ch ed  at top; Rhizome (rootstock): s lender and creeping; Habitat: 
D am p  soil; som etim es hanging  vertically on w et lim estone rocks, 
u sua lly  n ear a spray o f w ater

T h e ir  stem s were treasured by the Miwoks for use in adding 
color to their baskets. T h e  dried fronds may be made into a tea 
and used for coughs, sore throats, and as a hair tonic. T his plant 
is found in the micro-plant communities, the hanging fern 
gardens that flourish on the face of limestone cliffs, unique to 
th e  Stanislaus River.
B R A C K E N  F E R N  (Pteriduim aguilinum)
DESCRIPTION: T riangu lar s tiff  green  fronds, reddish at base; erect, 
large and  m any b ranched ; Height: 2-5 fee t long; Leaves (fronds): 
triangu lar; p in n a te  w ith  d eep  lobes; large; tu rn ing  brown and still in 
th e  au tu m n , du ll g reen  above, ligh ter and hairy beneath ; spores; 
a long  ve ins on underside; Stem: long, erect, and rigid; w idely spaced; 
Rhizome (rootstock): long, s tou t, and prolific; ex tending  horizontally; 
Habitat: o p en  fields, w oods, and burned  areas.

Its vigor, fertility, and adaptability, make the Bracken Fern 
the  m ost com m on and widely known of all ferns. It is the first to 
poke up in the spring and produces fronds until the first frost. It
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grows abundantly  where fire has burned other groundcover. 
T h e  California Indians cooked the rhizomes and young fronds 
for food and they wove baskets and textiles from the long 
rhizom es. A greenish-yellow dye may be obtained from the 
stem s. T h e  old fronds are poisonous in large amounts especially 
to grazing cattle.

A strong tea made from the rhizomes and roots was used to 
expel worms and gas. Indian women also used this tea to relieve 
m enstrual cramps. T hese  lively ferns can be found carpeting 
fields from Alaska to the southernm ost parts of the United 
States.
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B IR D S

G R E A T  B L U E  H E R O N  . Height about 48” , spread to 72” ; head
w h ite  on top, black on sides; back, wings, and tail grayish blue; ends of wings 
black; neck pale gray; under parts streaked black and white; legs long and bare. 
Voice. A loud, harsh croak, repeated. Nest. Mostly in colonies; a crude platform 
o f sticks, usually high in an open tree near water; eggs 3-6, dull greneish blue, 
2Vi" - M " .

In  fligh t the  b lu e  color, slow flapping o f the  large broad wings, and 
trailing  long legs m ake identification  o f this heron easy. E ith e r stand
ing or flying th e  neck  is crooked (w hereas that o f a crane is ex tended). 
T h e  G rea t B lue m ay appear along any open  stretch  o f w ater, marsh or 
m eadow , w ad ing  in the  shallows or stalk ing slowly over grassland in 
search  o f  food. T h e  s lend er bill, 41 i”  to 6” long, is an effective 
p in cer, serv ing  to grasp a fish in w ater, a frog on the  bank, or even  a 
m ouse in dry grassland —  all o f w hich serve as food.

C L IF F  SW ALLO W . Total length 5” -6” . Size of linnet, wings long 
an d  narrow, tail short, squarish; forehead creamy w hite, back, wings, and tail 
black-appearing, rump pale brown, cheeks and chin reddish brown, throat patch 
blue-b lack , under parts light gray. Voice. W hile feeding, a low shurrr; when 
d istu rb ed  at nest, a plaintive kleer repeated; song “squeaky” notes. Nest. In 
colonies, on rough cliffs, or under eaves o f buildings; spherical with narrow
n eck ed  openings, o f m ud pellets; eggs 3-6, creamy with brown spots, 1” x 1” . 
C liff swallows are found on nearly every bridge located on the  three rivers 
described .

T h is  h ighly  colonial swallow originally m ade nests on cliffs bu t now 
com m only  uses rough-surfaced buildings, crow ding a dozen to a 
h u n d re d  on som e favorable site. Each nest is m ade o f great num bers 
o f m ud  p e lle ts  g a the red  singly at som e w ater m argin. T h e  narrowed 
round ish  en tran ce  at the  top  leads into an expanded  cham ber pro
v id ed  w ith  ligh t fibrous lining. N ests  are safe from m ost enem ies, but 
th e  b irds w ill fly abou t and u tte r  com plaining cries if a person ap
p roaches a colony. O n  the  w est slope adults arrive in M arch bu t 
n es tin g  is delayed  un til early May. By then  flying insects are more 
ab u n d a n t, so th a t they  can a lternate  feed ing  w ith  nest building, 
incub a tio n , and  caring for the young.

W A T E R  O U Z E L  or D IP P E R . Total length, 7-8f£” . About
size o f robin, tail very short; all plumage dark slate gray; a small white spot on 
u p p er eyelid . Voice. Call a short bzeet, singly or in rapid series; male has 
elaborate  varied song. Nest on rocks near or over rushing water, o f moss, 
en tran ce  on side; eggs 3-6, w hite, 1 x 1” .

T h is  is ou r only  “ song” bird th a t lives solely on perennial cascading 
stream s. T h e  d en se  fea thering  tha t sheds w ater is its only aquatic
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ad ap ta tio n , the  fe e t being  unw ebbed . W hen perched  on a m idstream  
rock, th e  O uzel bobs dow n and up every few seconds. It flies along a 
w ind in g  stream  course, k eep ing  close over the  w ater and u ttering  the 
sh o rt call repea ted ly . T o  feed , the  bird forages in the shallows or 
p lu n g es righ t in to  the  w ater, w here it can walk on the bo ttom  while 
search in g  for aquatic  insects. T h e  O uzel is a yearlong resident 
w h e re v e r stream s rem ain  unfrozen during  w inter, up into the 
L o dg ep o le -fir  belt. Its song may be heard at alm ost any season, being 
m ost im pressive  in w in te r w hen  o th er bird voices are few. T h e  nest is 
u sua lly  p laced  w here  m o istened  by spray, even  beh ind  a w aterfall, so 
th a t its m ossy ex terio r rem ains green  so long as used.
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C A N Y O N  W R E N . Total length, SVT'-bVT'. Bill 1” , slender,
slightly curved; m ore than half size of linnet; color rich reddish brown, throat 
and breast pure  w hite; upper surface with fine black and w hite dots, tail with 4 
or 5 narrow black bars. Voice. Call a short bzert; song about 10 loud clear notes, 
descend in g  in  p itch  and slowing at end. Nest. N ear stream  in rock crevices or 
build ing, o f twigs felted over w ith moss or o ther soft materials; eggs 15-6, 
w h ite  w ith  brow n dots, VT' x VT'.

A nyone w ho visits a rock-w alled foothill valley during  the  spring is 
like ly  to  h ea r th e  loud clear song o f this w ren. Its color is striking —  a 
p u re  w h ite  th roa t and reddish  back. T h e  bird hops in zigzag path on 
b e n t  legs; every  few  seconds it slowly raises and then  quickly  depres
ses th e  body. W hen  foraging it prowls into all m anner o f crevices in 
search  o f  insects. T h e  nest has a sm oother ex terior than  tha t o f o ther 
w rens.
B L A C K  P H O E B E . Total length, 6!4” -7” . Head with low crest; 
plumage black except for w hite on belly. Voice. A single plaintive pser, the 
song 2 pairs o f similar notes, w ith alternate rising and falling inflection. Nest. 
O n  ledge or rock or flat surface in a building, a cup m ade o f mud pellets mixed 
w ith  grass; eggs2>-5\ w hite, VT' x 1” .

T h e  B lack P h o eb e  is our only residen t flycatcher, able to find 
in sec t food a t all sesons. In  spring it m ust be near w ater to obtain m ud 
for n es t m aking. T h e n  it forages over a stream  or pool and even takes 
insec ts  from  the  w ater surface. In  w in ter the  bird occurs m ore w idely, 
som etim es  living around  farm yards. T h is  p h oebe  com m only sits in 
ex p o sed  places, on stream side rocks, on bare branches or twigs, and 
on  th e  roofs o f small build ings, b u t in the  heat o f sum m er it seeks 
shady  perches. B ecause o f its special nesting  needs it is o f  less 
un ifo rm  occurrence  than  m any o ther birds, although m an-m ade 
b ridges and  bu ild ings have increased the  places w here it can live.

V IO L E T -G R E E N  SW ALLOW . Total length, WT'-hVT'.
Wings long, po in ted ; w hen closed ex tend 1” beyond short slightly notched 
tail; above bronzy green, violet on rum p; sides o f head and rum p and all lower 
survade w hite. Voice. A plaintive tsee, som etim es repeated. Nest. In cavities of 
trees, cliffs, or buildings, lined w ith grasses and feathers; eggs 4-5. white, VT"
x VT".

F ar th e  co m m oner swallow w ith  a w hite  undersurface is the  Violet- 
g reen , w hich  sum m ers over the  low er parts o f both  the  east and w est 
slopes. O fte n  it forages m uch h igher in the  air than  o th er swallows 
and  m ay som etim es be seen  near W hite-th roated  Swifts, w hen the 
d iffe ren ces  in form  and m anner o f flight betw een  swallow and swift 
are e v id e n t. F o r nesting  the  V iolet-green uses e ithe r natural cavities 
or w o o dp ecke r holes in trees or small crevices in cliffs, so that many 
sites are available. T h e  species is p resen t from late April into 
S e p te m b e r.
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Black Phoebe

S P O T T E D  S A N D P IP E R . Total length 7” -8” . Smaller than
robin; above pale brown, below white with round black spots in summer; 
spread wing shows a narrow w hite band; tail short. Voice. A clear tweet-tweet- 
twee t, Nest. O n w et m eadow or gravel, scant lining o f grasses or none; eggs 4, 
pear-shap ed , buff, darkly blotched, IK2” x 1” .

T h e  pale  brow n and w hite  body, inch-long bill, and incessant 
b o b b in g  o f  the  h ind  parts m ark this little  freshw ater sandpiper. As it 
w alks, th e  head  m oves fore-and-aft in unison w ith  the  feet. O n taking 
to fligh t it m akes an arc over the  w ater to som e m ore d istan t shore; 
a fte r  th e  first few  strokes the  wings are held  spread, curving dow n
w ard and  m oving  only at the  tips. T h e  bird forages in the  shallows or 
on  th e  shore close to w ater, p icking up  small aquatic anim als or 
insec ts  for food. I t  is seen  singly or in pairs and does not flock.

B E L T E D  K IN G F IS H E R . Total length. H"-14VT". Head big
w ith  loose crest, bill stout, tail small; above blue, below white; neck collar 
w h ite ; breast band blue; below this on female a 2nd band of rusty brown 
ex ten d s  on sides. Voice. A loud rattle. Nest. N ear w ater on vertical sand or clay 
bank  in  3-6 fee t tunnel; eggs 3-6, w hite, IV2" x 2” .

S ooner or la te r the  K ingfisher’s rattling call may be heard on m ost 
w aters. T h e  b ird  perches on som e bare brach or snag, then  m oves on 
over th e  w ater or circles am ong trees. Its prey  is o f large aquatic 
in sec ts  and  sm all fishes usually caught by a d irect p lunge; som etim es 
th e  b ird  hovers on bea ting  wings w hile searching. F isherm en  deem  
th e  k ing fisher a com petito r and enem y, in consequence of which 
m any o f  th e  birds are shot. D ecline in abundance o f fish, how ever, is 
m ore a m a tte r  o f hum an  fishing pressure and the  kingfisher is only a 
m in o r e lem en t.

R E D —T A IL E D  HAW K. T otal length 19” -25” , spread 48” -56” ; 
sim ilar to th e  size o f the turkey vulture. Wings broad, tail broad, fan-shaped in 
flight. Above dark brown, ta il bright reddish in adults; below dark brown to
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w hite  in d ifferen t individuals. Voice. A shrill long whistle. Nest. A bulky twig 
platform  well up in trees or on cliffs; eggs 2-3, dull white, brow n-spotted, 2)4” 
x 154” . C om m on on the foothill rivers and elevations up to 12000 feet.

Singly  or in pairs, R ed-tails circle and glide high in open air as they 
w atch  for squirre ls or rabbits on the  ground. W hen prey is sighted, the 
haw k  sw oops and strikes w ith its large sharp claws. T h e  larger animals 
are to rn  apart and ea ten  w here killed , bu t sm aller ones are carried off 
to a tre e  perch . L ik e  o th er large flesh-eating  birds, a R ed-tail may 
gorge a large m eal tha t will suffice for several days. W hen not h u n t
ing , th e  haw k will perch  high in a dead  or live tree w here it has a w ide 
v iew . If  d is tu rb ed  it leaps off, bets strongly w ith  the big wings and 
soon b eg in s to soar. H un ters m istakenly  call this the  “ch icken haw k” 
and  shoo t on  sight, b u t the  species is highly beneficial.
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G O L D E N  E A G L E . Total length. 30” -40” . Spread 8CT-90” ; plum
age dark  brow n, paler (golden brown) on head; base of ta il below and patch on 
o u te r part o f w ing w hitish (except old adult). Voice. A single loud cry, 
som etim es repeated . Nest. H igh in large trees or on cliffs, a large pile of sticks 
and twigs, lined w ith grass; eggs 2, dull cream y w hite with brown spots, 2Zz" x 
2Zz". Foothills to 14000 feet range.

T h e  go lden  eagle o f the  hills and m ountains exceeds all o ther 
re s id e n t S ierran  birds in size. It soars skillfully w ith the wings 
s tre tc h e d  horizontally  and at tim es goes so high as to becom e a m ere 
sp eck  in th e  sky d esp ite  its 7-foot spread. M ore com m only it nests in 
th e  foothills b u t som e occupy crags in h igher parts o f the  Southern  
Sierra. Its  principal food is like tha t of the bu teo  hawks —  ground 
squ irre ls , and rabbits. M any persons believe this eagle is powerful 
en o u g h  to kill and carry lam bs o f dom estic sheep , bu t evidence is 
scan t or none . T h e e  are several reports from Sequoia N ational Park of 
effo rts  by  eag les to take young d eer fauns and one instance o f an eagle 
ac tua lly  carrying a very young one.

C O M M O N  M E R G A N S E R . T otal length: 21” -27” ; bill long
slender, reddish; back o f head with short crest; feet reddish. A dult male: 
H ead  and neck  glossy green, upper back black, lower back and tail gray, 
neck , m uch o f wings, and under surface white. A dult female and immature: 
H ead  and neck reddish brown, but throat w hite, back and tail gray, wings 
black w ith  w hite patch , under parts w hite. Nest. In hollow tree or on ground, 
lined  w ith  grasses, roots, and down; eggs 6-17, ivory, 2Vz"-?>Zz” .

T h is  fish d uck  bears horny “ te e th ” and a hooked tip , useful for 
ca tch in g  th e  various k inds o f fishes taken  for food. It dives and swims 
read ily  u n d e r  the  surface w hen  searching for prey. O ver the  years 
b roods o f  m ergansers have b een  reported  at m any places in the  sierra, 
b u t th e y  are particularly  com m on on all th ree  rivers here described. 
T ro u t  fishe rm en  consider the  bird a com petito r, b u t its num bers are 
sm all and  the  total effec t is slight.

T U R K E Y  V U L T U R E . T otal length: 30” -12” , spreadl2"\plum 
age dull black, lower surface or hiner part of wings grayish; head naked, red. 
Nest. In hole o f cliff, no lining; eggs 2, white, brow n-blotched, 3” x2” .

T u rk e y  v u ltu res  (“ buzzards” ) soar overhead w ith  the ir large wings 
til te d  upw ard . W h en ev er the  air is warm  they  circle and spiral on 
up w ellin g  cu rren ts  w ith  litle change in the  se t o f w ings or tail. T h e  
ind iv iduals  usually  are spaced out, perhaps one per square mile, 
scan n in g  th e  ground  for any dead  anim als —  ground squirrel, rabbit, 
horse, or cow. W hen  one sees such food it glides dow n, rocking 
sidew ays w hile  descend ing . O th e r vu ltu res are attracted  by this signal 
and  soon  converge tow ard the  site. A large carcass m ay bring a dozen 
or m ore to tea r o ff and devour the  carrion. In  m orning and evening 
and  on  du ll days the  buzzards perch on open  trees in hunched  posture 
w ith  th e  head  b e tw een  the  shoulders. D uring  m igration they  are 
o ften  in loose flocks.
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Common M erganser
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INTRODUCTION TO GEOLOGY OF THE SIERRA FOOTHILLS
Terry Wright



Introduction to the Science of Geology
Geology is the study of the earth: the rocks that make up the 

earth  and the landforms on the surface of the earth. T h e  Sierra 
Foothills is a perfect geology laboratory; all of the materials and 
principles o f geology are beautifully displayed along the river 
canyons and the high ridges. T his introduction is geared for the 
layperson and is in tended to be an introduction both to the 
language of geology and to the history of the rocks and land
forms in the Sierra Foothills.
Principles o f Geology — The Rock Cycle

T h e  rock cycle (Figure 1) is a device for introducing geology 
language, illustrating the various processes active ingeology and 
their interactions with materials of geology. T h e  cycle shows 
how rocks originate, react and change due to geologic pro
cesses.

W e can start the cycle with molten rock (MAGMA) which 
can be seen in active volcanos. Magma is m elted rock formed 
deep  in the earth. Because it is less dense and hotter than the 
surrounding rock the molten rock works its way to the surface. 
W hen magma reaches shallow, cooler parts of the earth, the 
atom s in the magma arrange themselves into crystals. 
G eologists call natural crystals M INERALS. T h e  names of 
som e com m on minerals are in T able  1. W hen magma changes 
to a solid by forming minerals, it becomes IG N EO U S ROCK. 
Igneous rock can form on the surface of the earth as lava flows or 
ash deposits from volcanos, in which case it is called VOL
C A N IC  IG N E O U S ROCK. Magma may cool beneath the 
surface w here it becomes P L U T O N IC S  IG N EO U S ROCK.

Volcanic rocks have tiny crystals, or are glassy, because 
m agm a is cooled quickly on the surface. Plutonic rocks are 
cooled slowly in the hearth beneath the surface. T h e  atoms 
have more tim e to arrange themselves in mineral structures, so 
the  minerals in plutonic rocks are large, usually clearly visible to 
the  naked eye. G ranite is a typical plutonic igneous rock ex-
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posed in the  Sierra Foothills. Nam es of common igneous rock 
and descriptions of the common rocks found in th e  Sierra Foot
hills are given in T able  1.

A very im portant process in geology is uplift of the land, and 
w earing down of the land surface (ERO SIO N ). Rocks are 
broken down by W E A T H E R IN G , which either breaks indi
vidual m inerals apart, or dissolves them  with dilute acids. 
W eathering forms soil. T h e  red soils of the foothills are caused 
by the  w eathering of iron-rich rocks.

Erosion by running water, glaciers, wind or landslides will 
cause w eathered rock to move to lower elevations. A volcanic 
igneous rock is formed at the surface and is readily eroded. A 
plu tonic igneous rock m ust be uplifted and the rock above it 
m ust be eroded off before weathering and erosion can take 
place. Som e granite exposed in the Sierra Nevada may have 
had as m uch as 10 miles of overlying rock eroded off.

T h e  broken and dissolved rock material is called S E D I
M E N T . In the next step in the rock cycle, sedim ent is carried 
to lower elevations. W hen the “erosion agent” runs out of 
energy (for exam ple, w hen a river runs into the ocean) sedi
m en t is deposited, com pacted and made into layers of SE D I
M E N T A R Y  ROCK. Sedim entary rock thus is the recycled 
rem ains o f o ther types of rock, which are deposited in low areas 
on the  land surface and in the ocean. Most sedim entary rocks 
form in the ocean, because it is the biggest hole available. Such 
rocks are called M ARINE and tend to have continous layers. 
N O N -M A R IN E  rocks accum ulate in deserts, river channels 
and flood plains. T hese  rocks tend to have discontinuous 
layers. All sedim entary rocks are very sensitive indicators of the 
history of their source and deposit area. T h e  origin and names 
of typical sedim entary rocks are on the Rock Cycle (Figure 1).

H ea t and directed pressure will cause rock to break or bend. 
W hen rocks break they do so along planes either as FA U LTS, 
w hen  there  is m ovem ent of rock, or as JO IN T S, when no 
m ovem ent takes place. EARTHQUAKES are caused by 
m ovem ent along faults. W hen heat and directed pressure are 
applied  very slowly, the rocks will bend, and layers will form 
curved structures we call FO LD S.

W ith greatly increased heat and pressure, minerals will start 
to change shape, because the atoms are not “comfortable” in 
m any m inerals under such conditions. Clay minerals in sedi
m entary rocks will change to silver or black platy micas (musco
vite and biotite). T h e  rocks become changed from igneous and
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sedim entary to M ETA M O R PH IC  ROCKS. If high directed 
pressure is applied to clay-rich sedim entary or ash-rich volcanic 
rock, micas formed will line up as parallel plates, and impart a 
platy, flat structure to the rock called FO LIA TIO N . 
T om bstone-shaped  rocks in the Sierra Foothills are formed by 
w eathering of foliated metamorphic rocks. N O N -FO L IA T E D  
m etam orphic rocks form w hen there are no micas to line up. 
C om m on m etam orphic rocks are shown on the rock cycle dia
gram (Figure 1).

T h e  key to understanding the geology of the Sierra Foothills 
is to in terp ret w hat the original rocks were before metamor
phism . D escriptions of metamorphic rocks found in the foot
hills and their original rocks are shown on T able 1.

I f  extrem ely high heat is applied to already hot metamorphic 
rock, the  rock will m elt and become magma. Usually, this only 
happens deep  in the earth, where tem peratures are extreme. So 
the rock cycle is com plete, from magma to magma. (Note that 
som e shortcuts are possible in the rock cycle, see diagram for 
the  possibilities).

Occasionally any kind of rock may be uplifted and, over a 
long period of tim e, eroded to a nearly flat plain. Sedimentary 
rock layers may form on this eroded surface. W hen young sedi
m entary rocks overlie much older igneous, sedimentary or 
m etam orphic rocks on such an erosion surface, the period of 
tim e m issing is called an U N C O N FO R M ITY . T his occurred 
in the  Sierra Nevada, and is visible in the rocks of the foothills.

T h e  m ost unusual thing about the science of geology is that 
the tim e that it takes to do all of the things we have been talking 
about is im m ense. We talk in terms of millions of years in the 
geologic tim e scale. T h e  oldest rocks in the Sierra Nevada may 
be over 300 million years old. Geologists have adopted names 
for d ifferen t parts o f geologic tim e based on evidence of life 
forms in the rock (FO SSILS) and their evolution. Specific 
num bers o f years are found by analyzing specific minerals for 
radioactive elem ents, which break down at very slow rates and 
can be used to determ ine true age. T h e  geologic time scale and 
ages of rocks in the Sierra N evada is shown on T able 2.

W hat drives all o f the processes that we see in the rock cycle? 
A revolutionary new theory named “PL A T E  T E C T O N IC S ” 
seem s to answer this question. T his theory is a continuation of 
the idea of continental drift, which used the jigsaw fit of South 
America and Africa as well as similarities in rocks and fossils on
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e ith e r side of the Atlantic ocean as evidence that the continents 
had once been together, and have since drifted apart. Plate 
T ecton ics looks at the earth as a series of gigantic slabs, about 
60 m iles thick, which move relative to one another. T hese slabs 
(or “p lates” ) include ocean basins. Plates are constantly being 
m ade by igneous rocks along mid-ocean ridges in a process 
called SE A -FL O O R  SPR EA D IN G . T his process is evident in 
the  volcanoes of Iceland, which sits on top of a continuous chain 
o f m ountains on the ocean floor called the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. 
T h is  ridge is the seam that split to form the Atlantic Ocean and 
force South America and Africa apart.

C ontinen ts ride around like rafts on the tops of the plates. 
W here plates m eet and move toward each other, they will slide 
one under the other in a process called SU B D U C TIO N . In 
zones o f subduction, often the ocean floor slides under the edge 
o f the  continen t on the adjacent plate. Such a process forms a 
broad fault zone with many sheared fragments of ocean floor 
rock called M ELA N G E. T h e  Sierra Foothills bedrock has 
b een  form ed in such a plate setting. Ocean floor sedimentary 
rocks may be dragged down into the subduction zone and 
m elted  to form magma. T his magma can move up through a 
co n tin en t to form granite plutonic igneous rocks and volcanos. 
T h is  process is thought to be responsible for the Sierra Nevada 
granites and the recent eruption of M ount Saint Helens. A 
general cross-section of subduction is shown in Figure 2, with 
possible settings for granites and volcanos like Saint Helens.

P lates may also slide by each o ther on great TRA N SFO RM  
F A U L T S  w here there may be thousands of miles of horizontal 
m ovem ent. Some rocks in the Sierra Foothills and Coast 
Ranges appear to have been born south of the equator, and 
have since slid north along transform faults to their present 
position. T h u s  the rocks of the Sierra Foothills are far from 
hom e and have ben moved both by the subduction and trans
form fault process. T h e  San Andreas Fault, for example, is an 
active transform fault.

Knowledge of the constitution of ocean floor rocks has in
creased greatly with new data from deep sea drilling and field 
studies on land. In particular, rock sequences which probably 
represen t sections of ocean floor, extending to a depth of 6 
miles, are exposed on land in areas of ancient subduction. This 
ocean floor has been faulted up onto land by the subduction 
process, and deep  erosion has exposed it on the surface. Such
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sequences consist o f ocean floor sedim ents, such as chert and 
sandstone, which lie on top of lava with “pillow structure” 
indicating they were erupted  on the ocean floor at a mid-ocean 
ridge. D eeper in the sequence we can see plutonic igneous 
rocks which w ere magma “ feeders” for the lavas, and beneath 
tha t are iron-rich rocks representing the mantle, a deep layer 
tha t lies beneath  the ocean and continent. T h e  mantle rocks are 
m etam orphosed to serpentinite, a shiny green rock that com
monly occurs along fault zones; and is also, incidentally, the 
state rock of California.

T h is  type of sequence is called an O P H IO L IT E  and repre
sents ocean-floor crust and mantle. Parts of ophiolite sequences 
are found in the Sierra Foothills, further evidence that ocean 
floor rocks m ake up the bulk of the Sierra Foothills. Only 
through the plate tectonic processes of subduction and trans
form faulting could these rocks exist where they do today.

G eology o f the Sierra Foothills
Exam ples of all rock types and processes are beautifully 

displayed in the Sierra Nevada Foothills. T h e  complete rock 
exposures along the river canyons have provided the key to 
understanding  the complex history of this area. A hike or float 
along any river is in a perfect geology lab.

M ost o f the Sierra N evada is composed of a large mass of 
granite and related plutonic igneous rocks called the Sierra 
N evada Batholith. T h e  granite intruded a miles-thick pile of 
sedim entary  and volcanic rocks which were metamorposed. 
T h e  m etam orphic rocks are now visible only in a belt which 
underlies the western foothills and in several isolated patches in 
the high Sierra.

A diagram m atic east-west cross section of the Sierra Foothills 
is shown in Figure 3. All of the Sierra rivers cut canyons 
1000-2000 feet deep  through the foothills, so each river displays 
part o f this cross-section. T h e  extent of this section for each 
popular river run is shown on Figure 3.

T h e  lower part of Figure 3 shows the involved structure of 
the  B E D R O C K  CO M PLEX . T h e  bedrock complex consists of 
ancien t m etam orphosed sedim entary and volcanic rocks. T he 
m ain groups of rocks in Figure 3 include the following:

1. G ranite of the sierra Nevada Batholith (GR)
2. Calaveras Form ation (C) with highly folded and meta-
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m orphosed chert (triangle pattern), volcanic rocks (v) 
and lim estone-now marble, (brick pattern)

3. T h e  M elones Fault Zone (M FZ) with serpentinite 
(black)

4. T h e  M other Lode Belt (M LB) with volcanic and sedi
m entary rocks

5. T h e  Sierra Foothills M elange, Bear Mountains 
O phiolite and Bear M ountains Fault Zone (SFM)

6. T h e  folded W estern Volcanic Belt (WVB)
Along the American River, the Ophiolite and W estern volcanic 
belt have been  intruded by plutonic igneous rocks of the Pine 
Hill Gabbro.

O ne of the im portant things to notice about this cross-section 
is tha t all rock groups are bounded by faults. T h e  major faults 
are the  M elones Fault zone (which is coincident with the 
M other Lode gold deposits) and the Bear M ountains Fault 
zone, which seem s to be the main west boundary of the Sierra 
Foothills M elange. Rock types, simple descriptions and origin 
o f bedrock com plex rocks are shown in T able 1. T his table can 
be used in the field to identify all rocks of the bedrock complex 
and their structures.

T h e  flat-topped hill in the m iddle left of Figure 3 represents 
the T ab le  M ountains which sit on top of the bedrock complex. 
T h e se  rocks are called the SU PE R JA C E N T  SERIES and 
consist o f gravels, volcanic ash deposits and lava flows which are 
flat-lying. O n the canyon floors, accumulations of sand, gravel 
and boulders are found in the stream bed and on the banks.
Geologic History

T h e  geologic history of the central Sierra Nevada is sum 
m arized in T ab le  2. Some of the oldest events in the Sierra 
N evada are recorded in the m etam orphosed sedimentary and 
volcanic rocks of the Calaveras Formation. Individual rock 
types of the Calaveras Formation have been highly deformed 
and m ixed together into a melange by submarine landsliding, 
faulting and folding. Although metamorphism has disguised 
the  original rocks, recent studies have shown that they were 
originally sedim entary, deposited in a deep ocean basin with 
volcanic floor. Afterwards, they mixed together as sedim ent in 
subm arine landslides and by faulting in a subduction zone. T he  
original lim estones, shales, sandstones, cherts, and volcanic
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rocks have been  m etam orphosed to marble, quartzite, slate and 
schist.

N o distinctive fossils have been found in the Calaveras For
m ation, so its age is questionable. O ne poorly preserved fossil 
o f Perm ian ages was reported in the late 1800s, but the sample 
has been  lost. Fossils on the Clavey River are metamorphosed, 
and can only give a general late Paleozoic age (320-225 million 
years - my). R ecent discovery of Calaveras-type pebbles in the 
G reat Valley have a younger Triassic age (225-190 my). T he  
age then  is open to question, but most probably includes much 
o f the L ate  Paleozoic. T h e  Calaveras Formation was folded and 
m etam orphosed in Triassic time as part of a major event called 
the  Sonom an M ountain Building.

T h e  Bear M ountains Ophiolite originated as part of the 
ocean floor far from the continent about 300 my ago. This piece 
o f ocean floor was m etam orphosed to am phibolite 190 my ago.

T h e  first granite was formed in the Lee Vining area 200 my 
ago.

D uring the early and middle Jurassic (190-150 my) a series of 
volcanic and sedim entary rocks accumulated in an island chain 
and ocean basin similar to the modern Aleutian Islands. T hese 
rocks w ere mixed with continental sedim ent, so must have 
b een  near the edge of the continent, marked at that time by the 
M elones F ault zone. T his is the M other Lode Belt of relatively 
undeform ed volcanic and sedim entary rocks exposed near Chili 
B aron  the American River. M etamorphism later changed these 
rocks to slate.

T h e  granite bodies near Sonora and at Parrots Ferry were 
in truded  about 162 my ago. T h e  plutonic rocks of the Pine Hill 
In trusive com plex (gabbro) and dark basalt dikes on the 
Stanislaus River also have this age. T h e  dark gabbro of the Pine 
Hill intrusion is very hard and forms the major part of the gorge 
on the American River.

R ecent field research in the area west of the Melones Fault 
has uncovered the Sierra Foothills melange, a belt of sheared, 
faulted ocean floor rocks. T hese  pieces of ocean floor are now 
m etam orphosed to greenstone, greenschist, m etachert and am
phibolite. T h ey  occur as fault-bounded slabs from inches to 
m iles in size, surrounded by sheared serpentinite and shale. 
T h e y  are exposed on the American River above the gorge. T he 
m elange is probably the product of subduction of ocen floor 
about 190 to 160 my ago.

282



T h e  granite of Yosemite Valley was formed about 140 my 
ago. A bout the same tim e, the rocks of the M other Lode belt 
w ere deform ed and m etam orphosed and all other rocks were 
deform ed by a major event called the Nevadan Mountain 
Building. M etam orphism  and folding in the Calaveras Forma
tion took place for a second time and originally horizontal layers 
w ere forced into a vertical position. T h e  Bear M ountains and 
M elones Fault zones were active at this time.

T h e  granite of Yosemite Valley was formed about 140 my 
ago. A bout the same tim e, the rocks of the M other Lode belt 
w ere deform ed and m etam orphosed and all other rocks were 
deform ed by a major event called the Nevadan Mountain 
Building. M etam orphism  and folding in the Calaveras Form a
tion took place for a second time and originally horizontal layers 
w ere forced into a vertical position. T h e  Bear M ountains and 
M elones Fault zones were active at this time.

T h e  N evadan M ountain Building caused a great uplift of the 
Sierra N evada and initiated 90 my of erosion. During the period 
o f 140 to 50 my ago the rocks from the ancient High Sierra were 
eroded and deposited into the Great Valley to the west, which 
was a m arine basin at the time. Estim ates of the volume of 
sed im en t now in the Great Valley indicate that a thickness of 10 
m iles o f material was eroded off the present Sierra Nevada. A 
last granite intrusion occurred in the T uolum ne Meadows area 
90 my ago, as erosion was going on.

T h e  rivers that caused erosion probably cut deep canyons at 
first, b u t w ith tim e these canyons and divides were worn down 
to broad valleys and a series o f low hills on resistant bedrock 
units. Five major streams flowed west and north, with the 
largest stream s approximately following the course of the pre
sen t Yuba and Calaveras Rivers. T hese  streams deposited beds 
of gravel and sand eroded from the Sierra. Gold veins, 
associated with the granite, were also eroded and particles of 
this valuable metal were concentrated in gravel beds as placer 
deposits. T h ese  Auriferous Gravels are the oldest representa
tive o f the Superjacent Series in the central Sierra. During the 
period 26-9 my ago, o ther major river channels were formed by 
eruptions similar to the recent eruption of M ount Saint Helens.

A series of lava rivers extended down canyons along the 
p resen t Stanislaus River drainage about 9 my ago. Erosion has 
exposed these hard rocks and they form the flat tops of the 
T ab le  M ountains. From an airplane, these mountains have a 
sinuous pattern , outlining the ancient river course.



Slow uplift and erosion formed the present Sierra Nevada. 
U plift began about 9 my ago and continues today. T h e  broad, 
flat, gently sloping divides are remnants of the broad plain that 
the  ancient rivers flowed across. T hese have been used for 150 
years as cross-country access roads. T his surface is also an 
unconform ity (surface of erosion) betw een the Superjacent 
Series and Bedrock Complex. T h e  Superjacent Series rocks 
and the unconform ity were uplifted and tilted gently to the 
w est, and cu t by the modern river canyons. T h e  uplift took 
place mainly along steep faults which mark the escarpm ent on 
th e  east front of the Sierra Nevada. T h e  modern rivers tapped 
more gold in the bedrock complex and reconcentrated the 
placer deposits from the Superjacent series. Marshall dis
covered gold in a modern placer on the American River. T he  
rivers are actively eroding and moving sedim ent today, except 
w here their work has been temporarily stalled by dams.

T h e  Sierra N evada rivers have roughly parallel courses flow
ing westward. T h is  is typical of consequent streams which 
develop their courses on a regional slope. T h e  tilting of the 
topographic surface created a low-angle westward slope. W ater 
flowed from low place to low place to the west down-slope. 
Rivers form ed deep canyons as uplift continued. T he  rivers 
probably did most of their canyon cutting during the glacial 
ages (2.5 my to 10,000 years ago) when abundant rain and 
glacial m elt-w ater caused high water flows. Most channel ero
sion and sedim ent moving is done at flood stage today. W hat we 
now consider flood level was probably the common flow during 
the  P leistocene glacial epoch.
Rapids and the Rivers

T h ere  are many bedrock irregularities which form pools and 
rapids in the beds of Sierra Nevada rivers. Resistant bedrock 
ledges (usually chert and hard granite) which act like ribs in a 
gold sluicebox, trap sand, boulders, and cobbles that are 
bounced or rolled along by the river. T hese trapped materials, 
especially boulders, account for the rocky nature of the rapids. 
Gravel and cobbles in the load tend to occur in bars which may 
m igrate downstream . Also large blocks may slide and roll down 
slopes and becm e trapped on bedrock ledges, or make rapids by 
them selves. River gradients are steepest in hard bedrock areas. 
M assive chert underlies Clavey Falls, chert causes the steep
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rapids on the Stanislaus River above Rose Creek, granite and 
gabbro cause the rapids on the upper and lower gorges of the 
Am erican River.
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FIGURE 1: THE ROCK CYCLE,

Melting, and solid^  
rock returns to

Very high heat 
and pressure 

causes
High heat and pressure cause 
original rocks to change to
METAMORPHIC ROCK

With parallel platy micas 
rocks are F olia ted  (platy) types 
are Slate, Schist, (visible mica) 

and Gneiss (banded): Nonfoliated 
rocks: Marble, Q uartzite.

Heat and directed pressure^ 
cause rock to deform 
and causes structures:

Faults breaks with movement^
Folds: Anticlines, Synclines, 

Monoclines
SEDIMENTARY ROCK 

Broken types are from solid 
products of weathering and include: 

C onglom erate  (pebbles), S andstone  (sand)
and Shale or M udstone  (clay).

CHEMICAL types are from dissolved products of
weathering deposited by chemical reactions 

L im eston e  and Travertine (light color, holes)
Salt, C hert (light or dark, layered).

286



AN INTRODUCTION TO GEOLOGY

\GMA-molten rock
'■a . cooling allows atoms to organize into 

natural crystals called
MINERALS, common types are 

quartz, feldspar (light color)
amphibole, pyroxene, olivene (dark color) 

micas (platy), gold!
many minerals together make ROCK 

Rock formed of crystals 
from magma is an

IGNEOUS ROCK
V(/OLCANIC igneous rock is from 
magma erupted on the surface 
common names are: R h yo lite  
(light color), A n desite ,
Basalt (dark color), T uff  
(volcanic ash), all fine-grained. 
PLUTONIC igneous rock is cooled 
slowly below land surface, coarse 

grained. Common types are Granite, 
(light color), D io rite  and Gabbro  

^(dark color).
Rock exposed on the land surface is 

broken down or dissolved by
WEATHERING, there are solid and dissolved 

y  products which are carried off by
EROSION, transportation o f weathered rock 

by rivers, streams, glaciers, landslides
DEPOSITION occurs when erosion agent runs out o f  

energy and weathered rock (SEDIMENT) is deposited
IMPACTION and CEMENTATION creates layers o f solid rock
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Figure 2: Cross-section of a subduction zone
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FIG U R E 3: GEOLOGIC CROSS-SECTION OF THE  SIERRA N E V A D A  FOOTHILLS

South Fork American
Salmon Falls — Chili Bar

Camp 9 
Wards Ferry

Stanislaus
Tuolumne

P arro tt’s Ferry 
Lumsden Camp

LEGEND:
WVB = Western Volcanic Belt 
PHG = Pine Hill Gabbro

MLB = Mother Lode Belt 
MFZ = Melones Fault Zone 
C = Calaveras Formation

SFM = Sierra Foothills Melange, GR = Granite o f Sierra 
Bear Mountains Ophiolite Nevada Batholith
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T A B L E  1: C O M M O N  M IN E R A L S
COLOR ROCK DESCRIPTION
Light Bands, commonly 

2" to  3" thick
Pure white, harder than knife 
Speckled, visible square crystals

Irregularly shaped 
masses or massive

White to  gray, softer than knife, 
holes, sometimes streaked
Speckled, visible crystals

Many bands 1-2" 
thick

White, gray or green, harder 
than knife, curved fractures

Green Massive Dark to light green, fine 
grained may have bulbous 
pillow structure

Layered, or 
platy (foliated)

Light and dark green bands 1-2" thicl

Light and dark green, shiny, sheared 
surfaces discontinuous

Dark Platy Light gray, softer than fingernail

Massive or layered with 
chert

Softer than knife, black 
With pebbles of chert

Platy (foliated) Gray, shiny micas

Black, dull shine, fine 
grained
Black, visible crystals, 
quartz veins

Massive Speckled, black crystals, banded
Black, visible crystals, very 
hard

1-2" bands Black, fine-grained, some large 
crystals
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NAME ORIGIN

l Quartz veins Plutonic Igneous
Granite Plutonic Igneous
Marble

Granite

Metamorphic-sedi- 
m entary, originally 
limestone

Chert, m etachert Sedim entary, Meta- 
m orphic-sedim entary

Greenstone M etamorphic 
ocean floor lava 
flow

Greenschist M etamorphic volcanic 
ash deposit in ocean

Serpentinite M etamorphic plutonic, 
iron-rich mantle 
rock

Talc schist M etamorphic plutonic, 
iron-rich rock

Mudstone
Argillate

Sedimentary
M etamorphic
sedim entary

Schist M etamorphic
sedim entary

Slate M etamorphic
sedim entary

Amphibolite M etamorphic
sedim entary

Gabbro Plutonic igneous
Proxenite Plutonic igneous

Basalt Volcanic dikes
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TABLE 2: SUMMARY OF THE GEOLOGIC HISTORY
GEOLOGIC AGE GEOLOGIC EVENTS

m

Quaternary 
Holocene (to 

present day) 
Pleistocene (2my 

to 10,000 y)

River erosion and deposition
Present river canyons formed, 
Glaciation to 4000'15sacd Tertiary (65-2my) Renewed uplift and erosion, 
present canyons started (9my)

§
oi—io
NO2H

Rivers flowed across a plain 
depositing gravel (50 my) 
Volcanos erupted ash and 
mudflows (25m y), Lava flows 
down river channels (9my)

O Cretaceous (136- 
65my)

Granite formed in High Sierra, 
(90my), Long period o f ero
sion of Bedrock Complex, 
low-relief plain formed

Jurassic (190- 
136my)

Nevadan M ountain Building 
folding, faulting and m eta
morphism w ithin and west 
o f Melones Fault Zone (136m y)

m Granite intruded (140my)u3cdW5Oc5
oT

Volcanic arc formed along 
continent margin and ocean 
basin, volcanic sediments 
deposited in basin (160-150my)<w

0)*3
Construction o f oceanic 
crust-Ophiolite (162my)

T J

§
oMONO

Broad fault zone shears 
ocean floor rocks in 
subduction zone along the 
continental margin (190-162my)

COW§ Triassic (225- 
190my)

Sonoman M ountain Building 

Granite intruded (200my)

PA
LE

OZ
OI

C 
(Da

wn
 o

f l
ife

) Late Paleozoic 
Permian 
Pennsylvanian 
Mississippian 
(345-225m y)

1

Sedim ent deposition and 
submarine landsliding on 
deep ocean floor
Ocean crust form ed at mid
ocean ridge (300my)
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CENTRAL SIERRA NEVADA FOOTHILLS
ROCK UNITS AND STRUCTURES

River sand, gravel and boulders
Glacial deposits in High Sierra, 
river deposits in Foothills
Tilting o f Superjacent Series, uplift 
on faults, East side o f Sierra
Superjacent Series, Auriferous gravels 
volcanic ash and lava flows

Tuolumne Meadows granites, gold 
quartz veins formed

M etamorphism and deform ation of 
M other Lode, Western Volcanic belts, 
and all older rocks. Melones and 
Bear M ountains Faults active
Yosemite granites
M other Lode Belt, Western Volcanic 
Belt
Parrots Ferry and Sonora granite (160my)
Pine Hill Gabbro intrusion, basalt 
dikes
Sierra Foothills Melange

Bear M ountains Ophiolite m etam or
phosed (190my)
Folds, foliation and m etamorphism 
in Calaveras Form ation
Lee Vining Granites 

Calaveras Form ation

Bear M ountains Ophiolite
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Friends o f the River: Who We Are
Friends of the River is an organization of people 

concerned about proposals such as the three just 
described. Since 1974 we’ve been taking an active part in 
the water use debate in California; organizing districts, 
publishing information, lobbying, working to promote 
water and energy conservation; and always speaking up 
for the value of streams left undammed, undiverted — 
unplumbed.

Among political lobby groups, we’ve taken an old 
fashioned grassroots approach. We’re a people organ
ization, and we work on a people-to-people basis.

Friends of the River Foundation, the publisher of this 
volume, is our associated, educational and publications 
arm.

If you would like to find out more about Friends of the 
River, or if you would like to join ($15 covers a year’s 
membership, with subscription to our bi-monthly newslet
ter HEADWATERS), please fill out the form below, or send 
your name and address, to: Friends of the River, 401 San 
Miguel Way, Sacramento, CA 95819.

I | I would like to join FOR. H ere’s my check for $15. to 
cover six issues of HEADWATERS and a year’s 
m em bership.

□ Please send me the latest copy of HEADWATERS and 
som e additional descriptive material about your 
organization.

N a m e _______________ __________   _
A ddress__________   — ______________
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