


Preface

“And see the rivers how they run
Through wood and mead in shade and sun,
Sometimes swift, sometimes slow,
Wave succeeding wave, they go
A various journey to the deep
Like human life to endless sleep.”
—John Dyer (1700-1758)

For uncounted centuries cold, clear waters have tumbled through the
granite gorges and majestic canyons of the Sierra Nevada, broad rivers have
wound majestically through California’s central valleys and rushing streams
have hurried to the Pacific from the heights of the coastal ranges.

Of all its plentiful blessings none has meant more to California than water.
Soil, climate and abundant natural resources have made the state a chosen
land. Without water, however, there would have been scant population, rich
soils would lie fallow and a land of plenty would be largely undeveloped.

Rain and snowfall in California vary from almost nothing in the desert to
more than 100 inches annually in some coastal and mountain areas. With
a mean average annual rainfall of 22.7 inches, more than 190 million acre
feet of water is deposited on California’s 101 million acres. Much of it sinks
into the soil, escaping man’s immediate uses but nurturing forests and
meadows from underneath the surface and providing a vast underground
water table to be tapped by man to serve his farms.

From the time Franciscan padres first built diversion dams on the San
Diego River in 1770 to irrigate their fields, Californians have made construc-
tive efforts to transport and utilize water where it was most needed. Water
was the very lifeblood of the gold placer operations 80 years later when the
miners advanced the art of building water systems to operate their pans and
sluice boxes and then their monitors and dredges.

As the American tide rolled westward in the latter half of the nineteenth
century, California’s native sons and new settlers turned their attention
away from gold to farming and industry. Dry farming gave way to irriga-
tion and millions of acres were brought under cultivation. Always, the key
was water.

No effort is made in this book to discuss water in the light of California’s
growth or the state’s present water distribution problems. This is a collec-
tion of information about California’s rivers, their history, development and
geography. It began as a series of articles in PG&E PROGRESS on the prin-
cipal California rivers. Research for the series disclosed that no complete
volume existed on the subject and that little written material was available
at all on some streams. Widespread interest in the articles prompted an
extension of the series to include most of the rivers of the state and this book
is now published as a service to schools, libraries, historians and the public
at large.

LAWRENCE R. MCDONNELL
Editor, PG&E PROGRESS

Pacific Gas and Electric Company
San Francisco
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THE YUBA River drains a narrow watershed on the west slope
of the Sierra Nevada providing excellent hydroelectric and rec-
reational facilities.

Blessed with the riches of gold and great natural
beauty, the Yuba River is a colorful link between
pioneer days and California’s modern industrial
and agricultural empire.

The Yuba and its tributaries have produced
more of the valuable yellow metal since 1848 than
any other river in the United States. An extensive
system of reservoirs and ditches begun by Forty-
niners serves as a nucleus for one of the most
highly developed hydroelectric systems in the
world.

Although its watershed is never more than 36
miles wide, the Yuba drains an area of 1,357 square
miles as it makes a rapid descent down the west
slope of the Sierra Nevada and on to Marysville
where it empties into the Feather River.

Gold Found in 1848

First to discover gold along the Yuba was Jonas
Spect. Down on his luck and discouraged after
long and unsuccessful prospecting on the Ameri-
can and Bear rivers, Spect hit “pay dirt” in size-
able quantities on June 2, 1848.

Gold and the Yuba have been closely linked
ever since. During the first three years of the gold
rush, 50 communities sprang up along its shores.
These towns and crude camps were peopled by
10,000 men who worked at the whim of the tur-
bulent river. Some acquired fortunes, many more
worked hard without success. The towns were de-
serted almost as quickly as they had been settled.

Placer mining declined and hydraulic operations
dominated from the 1860’s until Congress in 1884
answered the pleas of Sacramento Valley farmers
to halt the dumping of silt in the river. It has been
estimated that 700,000,000 cubic yards of material,
moved by this kind of mining, was forced into the
river, raising its bed as much as 100 feet in some
places.

In time dredging operations commenced and
continue to this day.

The river was discovered March 14, 1828 by Jed-
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Has Produced More Gold Than
Any Other U. S. River

ediah Smith, first white man to lead a party of
settlers overland. The name Yuba was first applied
to a land grant in that area in 1844 and in 1850
the name was applied to one of California’s orig-
inal 27 counties.

Gen. Mariano Vallejo, one of the last Mexican
officials of California, wrote that the county de-
rived its name from the Spanish word “uvas”
(grapes) . These grew wild among the willows and
cottonwoods along the river.

Named for Indians

But Captain John A. Sutter disagreed, claiming
he had named the river Yuba for the Indian tribe
he had found living there in 1840. The name also
appeared in early writings as “Juba,” “Yubo,”
“Yupu’!’ ‘lJubu”) and “Uber.’,

Headwaters of the Yuba start at the crest of the
Sierra at elevations of more than 8,200 feet. The
North Fork rises in lavas which vary much in
composition and hardness but which generally
afford a deep soil for timber and shrub growth.
The Middle Fork rises in similar lavas as well as
granite. With a mean annual precipitation of 54
inches, these forks are fed by warm rains and soft
snows that sometimes give a high flood runoft. The
South Fork lies on a broad granite surface into
which the streams have not cut deeply until it
reaches a point 16 miles from the summit, where
it drops rapidly.

Lake Spaulding System

Key to the well-developed hydroelectric and
water conservation system on the Yuba and Bear
rivers is Spaulding Dam. Tributary to this lake or
to streams in the area are a score of man-made
reservoirs at elevations from 5,000 to 7,750 feet.
Eventually water from these spins generators in
12 PG&E powerhouses on the two rivers with a
capacity of 170,400 kilowatts.

Thus the mountain empire of storage reservoirs
and canals which were begun by the Forty-niners
aids agriculture by flood prevention and conserv-
ing water until it is needed for irrigation. And
more lasting than the gold that lured the Argo-
nauts is the wealth of watet power which is
“mined” over and over again in the public service.































San Luis Rey

Formed by the headstreams south of Mt. Palo-
mar, at an elevation of 5,300 feet above sea level,
it flows 55 miles northwest, then southwest in San
Diego County to the Pacific Ocean at Oceanside.
Its drainage area comprises 575 square miles. The
river is formed by many small streams which rise
in the higher parts of the Coast Range. It was
named for Mission San Luis Rey which in turn
was named for Saint Louis, King of France.

Santa Ana

An intermittent stream which rises in the San
Bernardino Mountains east of San Bernardino at
elevations of 9,250 feet. It flows 90 miles past Riv-
erside and Santa Ana to the Pacific Ocean north
of Newport Beach. There is a continuous flow from
the mountains to the sea only during winter floods.
The Portola Expedition camped along the stream
on July 28, 1769, and the padres called it EI Dul-
cisimo Nombre de Jesus de los Temblores (The
Most Sweet Name of Jesus of the Earthquakes)
for the earthquakes they felt in the area. However,
the soldiers in the expedition called the river for
Saint Anne, mother of the Blessed Virgin, and
that designation survived. (San Bernardino, Riv-
erside and Orange counties)
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FERN CANYON, a mile north of Orrick in upper coastal Hum-
boldt County, is one of the scenic highlights of the Redwood
Empire. Thousands of verdant ferns line the canyon's sides,

giving it a cool splendor. ([Redwood Empire Association photo).

Santa Clara

Originating on the north slope of the San Ga-
briel Mountains north of Los Angeles, the Santa
Clara flows intermittently for 65 miles to the Pa-
cific Ocean, three miles south of Ventura. Much of
the channel of this 75-mile long stream is dry in
the summer months but its seasonal flow furnishes
water for one of the state’s richest agricultural
areas—the so-called Oxnard Plain. The Portola
Expedition rested on the river on August 9, 1769,
three days before the feast day of Saint Clare of
Assisi, for whom it was named by Father Crespi.
Piru Lake was created by the construction of Santa
Felicia Dam on Piru Creek, a major tributary.
(Los Angeles and Ventura counties)

Santa Margarita

This short river rises on the western slope of the
San Jacinto Mountains in the northwestern part
of San Diego County. After flowing briefly through
Riverside County it returns to San Diego County
and discharges into the Pacific four miles north-
west of Oceanside. It was named by the Portola
Expedition on July 20, 1769, feast day of Saint
Margaret of Antioch.






Big and Little Sur

The Big and Little Sur rivers are short streams
which discharge into the Pacific from the Padres
National Park. Big Sur, larger of the two, passes
through Pfeiffer State Redwood Park. It was
shown on early Spanish maps as Rio Grande del
Sur (Big River of the South).

The name El Sur, “the South” (of Monterey)
was applied to Juan B. Alvarado’s land grant,
dated July 30, 1834. This gave rise to the designa-
tion “big” to many points in the area. (Monterey
County)

Ten Mile

This Mendocino County river, which flows into
the Pacific, was named in 1850 because of its dis-
tance from Noyo Harbor, mouth of the Noyo
River.

CALLED RIO GRANDE DEL SUR by the Spanish, Big Sur,
south of Carmel is one of the shortest and most picturesque
of California's streams.

Susan

Rises among small lakes north of Caribou Lake
at an elevation of 5,900 feet and flows 50 miles
southwesterly until it enters Honey Lake, of which
it is the principal feeder. Isaac Roop, a pioneer in
the Honey Lake District, named the river and the
town of Susanville in honor of his daughter. (Las-
sen County)

Sweetwater

This 55-mile long river rises on the east and
south slopes of Cuyamaca Mountains of the Coast
Range and flows into San Diego Bay, south of
National City. (San Diego County)
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Tia Juana

An international river 85 miles in length, the
Tia Juana supplies the Mexican City of Tijuana
with water through Rodriguez Reservoir. It origi-
nates in Baja California with tributaries entering
Mexico from the southern part of San Diego
County. It crosses the border into the United States
and discharges into the Pacific Ocean about a mile
north of the Mexican line. Although known as the
Tia Juana River in the United States, it is called
Rio Tijuana, Rio Tecate and Rio Las Palmas on
the southern side of the border.
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