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Introduction


“Mono Lake,” observed Berkeley ornithologist and Mono Lake Committee cofounder David Winkler in the 1981 film Water Wars: The Battle for Mono Lake, “is really one of the last untouched ecosystems in the state.” Winkler’s comment suggests an image of a region that has somehow escaped mankind’s polluting hands, a pure wilderness area known only to the gulls and grebes that use the lake area for their nesting grounds.

In actuality the Mono Lake Basin region of California, and Mono Lake itself, has been observed, exploited, and advertised since it was first discovered by explorers in the 1830s. The historical record of the lake reveals that in the past hundred years Mono Lake has had hungry prospectors taking birds and their eggs, entrepreneurs promoting the promise of Mono Lake oil and drilling wells on Paoha Island, the U.S. Navy exploding bombs in a series of underwater seismic tests, and businessmen unsuccessfully attempting to establish a commercially profitable marina. People have drowned in Mono Lake, and several airplanes have crashed in or near it. Goats have been pastured on Paoha Island. For decades, the Fourth of July has been celebrated with fireworks exploding over the lake. At various times, with little to moderate success, people have tried to extract mineral salts from the lake waters and to harvest the lake’s brine shrimp. While people have remarked on the scenic grandeur of Mono Lake, the record is clear on the attempts to exploit the resources of the area for commercial profit. Mono Lake is demonstrably not an isolated refuge for wildlife, and the present concern for its ecological values dates only to the early 1970s.

Mono Lake was the subject of a major dispute between the city of Los Angeles and an array of environmentalist groups, led by the National Audubon Society and the Mono Lake Committee. The city maintained that the waters of the tributary streams emptying into Mono Lake were indispensable for supplying water and power to the three million residents of Los Angeles; the Mono Lake Committee argued that diversion of the streams from the lake caused a recession in the lake level to a point where the ecological balance of the Mono Basin was threatened. City projections of further reductions in the lake level were totally unacceptable to the Mono Lake Committee. The battle fought between the Mono Lake Committee and the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (DWP) through the 1980s and early 1990s in many ways resembled the fight between David and Goliath.

[image: image]

Mono Lake’s famous tufa towers. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.

Mono Lake has no outlet, and were there no diversions by the city there would still be no stabilized level, for the lake does fluctuate according to evaporation and the runoff from winter snow. Given a hot summer and a poor snowfall, Mono Lake’s level would drop, whereas a cool summer and a heavy snowpack would see it rise.

Geologists measure time in millions of years, and by that standard the human habitation in the Mono Lake Basin is but a blink in the eye of geological time. Yet in the 180 years or so since explorers met American Indians at Mono Lake, the region has experienced a number of human endeavors—mining, oil wells, farms and ranches, a few small settlements, the founding of the small town of Lee Vining, and the growth of resorts and recreational facilities.
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Mono Lake and its famous tufa towers. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.

In marked contrast to the urban areas of the state, especially in Southern California, Mono County has often demonstrated appreciation of its heritage, as might be expected of a region where many residents carry the same names as those of the pioneering generation and the place names on the map. Within modest financial limits, the county supports the Mono County Museum, jammed with the memorabilia of a century of county history and offering a trip through time in its display of photographs, furniture, office equipment, and farm machinery of a bygone day.

Historic sites are also noted, with markers placed by the California Historical Society, the Native Sons of the Golden West, and by E Clampus Vitus, a satirical fraternity of gold-rush times resurrected in the 1930s and now with chapters throughout the state. Charter members of the Bodie Chapter of E Clampus Vitus included many public officials and leading businessmen. Walter Cain—a descendant of pioneers, a former Mono County supervisor, and a charter member of the chapter—believed there are enough historic sites in Mono County to keep the Clampers busy dedicating historic markers to them for the next couple of centuries.

If indeed there are so many historical places worth recording, it must come as a surprise to find so little written about Mono Lake Basin history of the twentieth century. The vast majority of writings deal with the mining era. Some environmentalists note the long expanse of geological time, dismiss the miners and blame them for robbing the bird rookeries, and fast-forward to the present day and the danger to the birds because of the drawdown of the lake. Such a perspective is unfair to the record of history, and it is in the spirit of redressing the imbalance that this study is offered. This study is not, however, a history of Mono Lake, but rather a tracing of the human perception of the lake and the values people have defined for it in the past century. This record places the lake in the perspective of human history and so leads to a better understanding of why contending interests have fought so hard over its future.

The following chapters explore the human record of involvement with Mono Lake. Chapter 1 examines how a wide range of visitors to Mono Lake recorded their impressions of it, focusing on two traditions: Mark Twain’s sardonic view that the area was spectacular but desolate, as against a view, mainly from those who settled in the Mono Lake Basin, that the lake offered aesthetic values that could inspire poetry. In chapter 2 the role of Mono Lake in Mono County’s mining era is explored. Chapter 3 focuses on Mono Lake during a latter-day variation of the mining boom—the promotion of oil exploration. Chapter 4 traces economic and commercial growth prior to World War II, notes the attempts to extract salts from the lake for commercial use, and follows the rise of recreation and tourism as major economic activities in the Eastern Sierra. Chapter 5 records the “golden age” of Mark Twain Days celebrations on Mono Lake in the 1930s and what happened to the event after World War II. Chapter 6 traces the growth of Eastern Sierra recreation after World War II and the support of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power in promoting that growth. In chapter 7, the episode of the Mono Lake Marina is described. Chapter 8 considers the human intrusions and tragedies on the lake—the airplanes that crashed, the drownings, the seismic tests, and other disruptions that have occurred from time to time. Chapter 9 traces the relationship of the city of Los Angeles to the Mono Lake Basin, reviewing the at-times bitter litigation and controversy over water rights and the issue of environmental protection. Finally, chapter 10 offers some concluding comments on the history of the public perception of Mono Lake.
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Negit and Paoha Islands in Mono Lake. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.

Three notes regarding terms: To avoid the tedium of repetition, I have used the terms Mono Lake Basin and Mono Basin almost interchangeably, even though they do not define quite the same area. The same was done for the Eastern Sierra as applying to not only the Owens Valley and Mono Basin but the High Sierra as well. Finally, for purposes of continuity, I continued to refer to the Bridgeport Chronicle-Union by that name even though in 1977 its name was altered to Mono Herald and Bridgeport Chronicle-Union (with the old name in much smaller letters on the masthead, and eventually disappearing altogether).



CHAPTER 1

The Changing Perceptions of Mono Lake

The American Indians of the Eastern Sierra knew of Mono Lake and made use of its resources. The name Mono derives from the Shoshonean term for fly larvae—a basic food source the Mono Paiute Indians obtained by harvesting brine-fly larvae at the shores of Mono Lake. To other tribes the Mono were the “fly people,” a description that comes to us from the studies of anthropologists. As the first occupants of the region, these native peoples left no written records. Recorded observations of the lake begin with the people who came to the Mono Basin as explorers and prospectors, followed by reporters, scientists, tourists, and the settlers who made the region their home and came to appreciate its scenic values and economic possibilities.

Perhaps the most famous description, and certainly the best known, comes from Samuel Clemens, writing under his pen name of Mark Twain. In the early 1860s Clemens traveled out to the West, observing with a jaundiced eye the silver rushes, wild boomtowns, and frontier life of California and Nevada and settling in for a stint as a reporter on the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise. Out of his experiences Clemens wrote Roughing It, a broadly humorous account of life on the mining frontier. In chapter 38 Clemens gives a detailed description of Mono Lake, “an unpretending expanse of grayish water, about a hundred miles in circumference, with two islands in its center, mere upheavals of rent and scorched and blistered lava, snowed over with great banks and drifts of pumice-stone and ashes, the winding sheet of the dead volcano, whose vast crater the lake has seized upon and occupied.”

Combining a literary style of awe and sarcasm, Clemens described this “loneliest spot on earth,” its highly alkaline waters without fish, frogs, snakes, or polliwogs—“nothing, in fact, that goes to make life desirable.” He noted the vast numbers of wild ducks and gulls, erroneously believed the brine-fly larvae were worms, and saw the ecosystem of Mono Lake as an ironic kind of food chain. “The ducks eat the flies—the flies eat the worms—the Indians eat all three—the wildcats eat the Indians—the white folks eat the wildcats—and thus all things are lovely.” Clemens could not resist inventing or passing on some tall tales. Thus he wrote of his barking dog, which, having jumped into the lake to escape the swarms of flies, lost its bark because “the alkali water had cleaned the bark all out of his outside, and he probably wished he had never embarked in any such enterprise.”

[image: image]

Map of Mono Basin region. Courtesy of the Mono Lake Committee.
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Samuel Clemens labeled Mono Lake “the Dead Sea of the West.” Courtesy of the California State Library.

Noting the plentiful supply of sea gull eggs, Clemens claimed there were boiling springs on the islands where the eggs could be hard-boiled in four minutes. He observed that weather conditions around the lake were so extreme that in summer a lady had to take both fan and snowshoes when making social calls. He also insisted that he had seen it snow on the Fourth of July.

Clemens took time out from the tall tales to note that Mono Lake had no outlet. “It neither rises nor falls,” he said, “and what it does with its surplus water is a dark and bloody mystery.”

Samuel Clemens’s comments on Mono Lake have enjoyed enduring notoriety, and a later generation in Mono County would commemorate his visit to the lake by holding an annual Mark Twain Days celebration. But his published remarks were not the first observations on Mono Lake. Other visitors to the Mono Basin wrote of their impressions, perhaps with less humor but more fidelity to actual details.

The first recorded description of Mono Lake came possibly from Zenas Leonard, clerk of the Joseph Reddeford Walker expedition that crossed the Sierra Nevada Range in 1833. Although much is uncertain about the westward trek of the Walker expedition—its greatest claim to fame would come with its discovery of Yosemite Valley—Leonard did describe a lake that “has no outlet for the water, except that which sinks into the ground. The water in this lake is similar to lie [sic] and tastes much like pearlash. If this river was in the vicinity of some city, it would be of inestimable value, as it is admirably calculated to wash clothes without soap, and no doubt could be appropriated to many valuable uses.” Leonard’s observations, published in his Adventures of Zenas Leonard, Fur Trader and Trapper, 1831–1836, tally with many of Mono Lake’s unique features, and many historians, most notably Francis Farquhar, accept Leonard’s few sentences as a description of Mono Lake.

Following the Mexican-American War and the discovery of gold in California in 1848, tens of thousands of people came to the Sierra gold-fields seeking their fortune. As initial finds diminished in number, the gold seekers explored possibilities elsewhere in the Golden State. Gold and silver excitement in the Eastern Sierra region attracted a wide variety of men, and among them were some who, if not successful in finding mineral wealth, did at least offer literary nuggets of varying value in their descriptions of life on the mining frontier. Many of these accounts were printed and reprinted in western newspapers, while some were published in books and magazines with national circulation. A number of them appeared in print well before Clemens published Roughing It in 1872.

One of the first descriptions of Mono Lake to appear in book form was Henry DeGroot’s Sketches of the Washoe Silver Mines, published in San Francisco in 1860. A New York physician, DeGroot had come to California as a forty-niner and, after several trips back and forth to the East, came to the Comstock Lode region in 1859. The following year he published his book. Although Mono Lake was technically not within the limits of the Washoe mining region as he defined it, DeGroot was sufficiently impressed by the lake to include a detailed description of its dimensions and surroundings. He admitted general acceptance of the Indian origins of the name, but he also suggested the remote possibility that the Greek word monos, meaning “lone or deserted,” had somehow found its way to the Mono Basin country.

DeGroot posited the volcanic origins of the lake and observed the alkaline content of the water as so great as “to the point of saturation itself.” Despite the general impression that Clemens gave the nickname “Dead Sea of the West” to Mono Lake, DeGroot appears to have been one of the first writers to apply the phrase, and others who preceded Clemens also used it. “It is literally a Dead Sea,” commented DeGroot, “fit only for the brine flies that served as a source of food for the Indians.” He found the Indians gathering flies as well as larvae, and while he was unclear as to whether he actually sampled them himself, he proclaimed the insects “exceedingly nutritious and not at all unpalatable.”

DeGroot correctly noted that although a number of streams flowed into the lake, evaporation kept the lake at a nearly constant level. He also observed, incorrectly, that the saline content of the lake prevented waves from forming on its surface; high winds could whip froth off the lake up to hundreds of feet from the shoreline. DeGroot found little economic potential in the area surrounding the lake, the wood of the willows “being hardly fit for fuel,” and pine too scattered to be very useful. He did note patches of land suitable for agriculture, provided they could be irrigated. But the harsh winter weather rendered agricultural efforts problematic. With no fish in the lake and ducks leaving for the winter, DeGroot predicted a hard time for anyone planning an extended stay in the Mono Lake district. As for mining, he pronounced the Mono Basin “remote and uncertain,” with access to it limited by lack of roads and extensive snowfall. “Keeping these drawbacks in view,” he concluded, “it is for each man . . . to determine for himself what may be the chances of success, and what, in his particular case, the inducements for visiting these mines.” In view of DeGroot’s peripatetic wanderings from one strike region to another, and the later success of the Bodie strike in which he did not participate, DeGroot may perhaps be forgiven some of his pessimism.

Another view of Mono Lake in 1860 was offered in a newspaper account that responded to a reader’s request for confirmation that Mono Lake was actually a “dead sea.” Basing its information on an unnamed early report on mineral resources west of the Rockies, the paper noted that a gallon of Mono Lake water weighed eight pounds and contained sodium chloride, borax, silica, and carbonate of soda, among other chemicals. “These substances render the water so acrid and nauseating that it is unfit for drinking or even bathing.” The article closely paralleled DeGroot’s comments, and it is not clear whether one served as the source for the other. The newspaper article did offer one remarkable story: some twenty or thirty Indians had been pursued by whites, and they sought refuge in Mono Lake. The whites shot them and left the bodies in the water. “In the course of a few weeks not a vestige of their bodies was to be seen,” reported the paper, “even the bones having been decomposed by this powerful solvent.”

In fairness to Mono Lake, it should be noted that an 1866 newspaper account claimed the same story, but in Owens Lake, not Mono Lake. The earlier article pronounced Mono Lake “literally a dead sea, and all its surroundings—wild, gloomy, and foreboding—are suggestive of sterility and death.”

A much more positive view appeared in a newspaper in 1867. The Mono Basin offered numerous streams that promised significant water power; spruce and pine trees provided business for eight sawmills, with the lumber going to nearby mining districts; and a road had been built connecting Bridgeport, twenty-five miles north of Mono Lake, to Aurora off to the east. An 1863 article reported that recent silver and gold strikes helped confirm the belief that the region was “very rich in the variety and extent of its mineral wealth,” with placer and quartz gold mines being operated near Mono Lake.

In July 1863 William H. Brewer, a staff member of the California Geological Survey and later a professor of agriculture in the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale University, visited Mono Lake and recorded his impressions in his diary. Although his journal was not published until 1930, when it appeared under the title Up and Down California in 1860–1864, his views provide an early description of the lake from the standpoint of a trained observer of the natural sciences. On July 9 Brewer and a companion, topographer-geologist Charles F. Hoffmann, arrived at the shore of Mono Lake. “This is the most remarkable lake I have ever seen,” he wrote. Noting the lack of an outlet, he likened it to the Dead Sea. He commented on the nauseous taste of the water, its chemical content, and its smooth surface. When Brewer washed his clothes in it, the slippery water easily removed grease and dirt. Like other observers, Brewer commented on the lack of fish, the presence of worms and flies, and the use of the “worms” as an Indian food staple. “The Indians gave me some,” he reported. “It does not taste bad, and if one were ignorant of its origin, it would make fine soup.”

The next day Brewer went to the lake islands, and he stayed the night on Paoha. He observed that “clouds of gulls screamed around us” while he inspected the hot springs on the island. Returning to shore, he explored the tufa formations and took a bath in the lake. Swimming was easy in the heavy water, “but it feels slippery on the skin and smarts in the eyes.” Stormy weather compelled Brewer and Hoffmann to continue on to Aurora. Before departing the lake area, Brewer noted that in the distant past Mono Lake had been higher and larger than at the present time. “It has been gradually lessening and shrinking, leaving its old shores like terraces stretching around the present water,” he observed, “and great sandy desert plains covered with sagebrushes, once its bed.”

Another keen observer of frontier life came to the Mono Basin in 1861. This was J. Ross Browne, a prolific author, seasoned traveler, and man of many talents, having variously served as a U.S. treasury agent, Indian agent, metallurgist, and journalist, as well as editor of the 1849 California constitutional proceedings. While on a tour of duty as an Indian Service commissioner, Browne took the opportunity to keep notes not only on Indian problems but on the mining regions of Nevada. His travels took him to the Mono Basin and the newly created town of Bodie, and from there to Mono Lake. The surrounding mountains, “mighty potentates of the wilderness,” impressed him greatly, while the lake itself provided a striking vista. “It well deserves the name suggested by an early visitor—the ‘Dead Sea of the West,’ ” he commented. “Not even that wondrous sea, whose bitter waters wash the ruined cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, presents a scene of greater desolation.” In fact, asserted Browne, “this lake of the Western [sic] Sierras is far superior to the Oriental Sea,” offering opportunities for study to the artist, botanist, and geologist.

Browne did not comprehend the process of evaporation that stabilized the lake level. He speculated on the possibility of a subterranean outlet but, lacking evidence, assumed that the desert sands somehow accounted for the lack of fluctuation in the lake’s size. The flies made a negative impression on him. “My eyes, nose, mouth and ears were filled. I could not beat them off,” he complained. “Wherever they lit there they remained, sluggish and slimy. I fain had to rush out of reach and seek a breathing-place some distance from the festive scene.” Possibly cribbing from DeGroot’s book, Browne mentioned reports of the “worms’ ” nutritional value and palatability.

Browne tasted the lake water and declared it to be strong and bitter, soft and soapy. When he washed his hair out, however, he found it cured his dandruff and would fulfill the claims of the wildest patent-medicine advertisements. “The only difficulty I found about it,” he noted, “is that it shrinks up the flesh when steeped in it for any length of time, like a strong decoction of lye, and is hard to get rid of without a subsequent application of fresh water.”

While at the lake, Browne visited the islands and remarked on the juxtaposition of a bitter-water boiling spring near one of freshwater, “surely one of the most striking anomalies of which we have any record.” He was also impressed by the immense number of gulls on the islands, “deafening the ear with their wild screams, and the water is literally covered by them for a circle of many miles.” Browne advised against visiting the islands, however, unless one had an adequate boat for the purpose, and weather conditions restricted visits to June, July, and August as the best months for the trip.

Browne found about twenty people living around the shore of Mono Lake, “most of whom are engaged in stock raising and hay cutting.” The amount of arable land was small, and mining seemed the chief occupation of the region. Game was plentiful. Browne marveled at why the settlers in the area would disturb their isolation with quarrels over property boundaries and ownership of cattle, but they did. “I suppose man is born to trouble every where [sic] as the sparks fly upward.”

Having seen all he wished to see, Browne departed for the mining town of Aurora, Nevada. “Hurried and unsatisfactory as my trip had been, I had seen a good deal in so short a time,” he wrote, “[and had] no cause to regret my visit to Bodie Bluff and the ‘Dead Sea of the West.’ ” Browne soon put his observations into article form and found ready acceptance of its serial publication in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, with the Mono Lake account appearing in the September 1865 issue. Four years later Browne published the complete account of his travels in Adventures in the Apache Country, including one chapter about his Mono Lake experience. The book went through several editions.

Mono Lake attracted notice in a California newspaper in 1867. Echoing the observations of earlier writers, this article remarked on the bitterness and salinity of the lake water, the fly larvae and brine flies as a source of food for the Indians, and the isolation of the region. “Void of life, and surrounded with desolation, Mono has amply been termed the ‘dead sea’ of the Great West,” noted the reporter, “being, though of less extent, much deeper, and more of a waste in its dreary surroundings than the Great Salt Lake of Utah; if not, also more bitter and baneful than the sullen waters that roll over the lost cities of the plains.”
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So it was that when Samuel Clemens paid his visit to Mono Lake, a fair number of observations about the lake were already on record, most of them judging the lake to be a dead sea in a desolate region. More observations, however, were to come.

In 1870 scientist Joseph Le Conte accompanied a party of Berkeley students into the Sierra Nevada Range on a two-week camping trip that culminated in a visit to Mono Lake. John Muir, by then recognized as an expert on the Sierra, served as a guide for part of the trip but left the group shortly before it arrived at the lakeshore. Like his predecessors, Le Conte expressed admiration for the volcanic cones near the lake, complained of the swarms of flies, and tested the lake’s waters. “The water is very buoyant, but the bathing is not pleasant,” he observed. “The shores are flat and muddy, and swarm with flies. These do not trouble one, but their appearance is repulsive.” He remarked on the thousands of birds that fed on the flies, concluding that the flies were the main attraction for the birds; Le Conte said nothing about the brine shrimp in the lake. Lacking a boat, the party was unable to visit the islands which Le Conte understood were “the resort of millions of gulls, which deposit their eggs there in immense quantities.”

On August 15, 1870, Le Conte took his leave of Mono Lake, but he returned there in 1871 and 1875. His journal account describing the first visit, plus a few brief notes made on his subsequent trips, was not published until 1885, as “Rough Notes of a Yosemite Camping Trip,” a serial article in Overland Monthly, with the Mono Lake trip appearing in the December issue. Le Conte also incorporated his notes into his Journal of Ramblings through the High Sierras of California by the University Excursion Party, published in 1875 and reprinted several times in the twentieth century, including a paperback reissue in 1960.

In the summer of 1871 Muir guided Le Conte and eight male students to several Sierra locations, including trips to Mono Lake, the Tuolumne Meadows, and Lake Tenaya. Le Conte informed Muir about the latest glaciology theories and Louis Agassiz’s ideas about an Ice Age that brought glaciers down from North America as far south as Brazil.

Le Conte made a return trip to Mono Lake in 1875, and a lengthier inspection of the nearby extinct volcanoes resulted in his study “On the Extinct Volcanoes about Lake Mono, and Their Relation to the Glacial Drift,” read to the National Academy of Sciences and published in the 1879 volume of American Journal of Science and Arts. Clearly Le Conte derived not only pleasure from the adventure of his trips but had found a topic worthy of scientific investigation.

Meanwhile, John Muir eventually got around to making his own inspection of Mono Lake. In July 1869 Muir was hired to take 2,500 sheep across the Sierra by way of the Mono Trail. On the way to Mono Lake he encountered some Mono Indians who begged him for some tobacco or whiskey. His reaction to them was quite negative. “Perhaps if I knew them better I should like them better. The worst thing about them is their uncleanliness. Nothing truly wild is unclean.” If the Mono Indians gave him an unpleasant surprise, his experience six years later going on the lake would prove not only unpleasant but harrowing.

In 1875 Muir, already famous as a naturalist and proponent of the wonders of Yosemite, made an extended camping trip through the Sierra Nevada Range. As a sometime columnist for the San Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin, Muir sent in periodic dispatches for a “Summering in the Sierra” series for the paper. In late June Muir’s party, including educators John Swett and J. B. McChesney and artist William Keith, came through Tuolumne Meadows to Mono Lake. While there Muir and his three companions decided “to sail its heavy waters and visit the islands.” They borrowed a boat and set sail. “The lake was calm, lying like a sheet of molten metal—a dead sea in every sense,” Muir wrote, though he and his companions would shortly learn how deceptive such an appearance could be.

After about two hours of rowing, the party arrived at Paoha and wandered about the island, looking at the hot springs and vegetation. Then dark clouds gathered, and by noon the waves on the lake were cresting. Muir and his friends tried to row back to the mainland, but the boat became waterlogged before they had gone a third of the way. They returned to the island and spent a miserable time in the cold without food or blankets.

Swett, Keith, and McChesney took stock of the situation and decided to try for the mainland again, overruling Muir, who felt “the only danger lay in seeking to leave the island.” When the wind lifted slightly soon after midnight, Muir agreed to take the chance. They were very, very lucky. “The wind howled, the waves broke repeatedly, and we had to bail to keep afloat,” recalled Muir. “I sat with shoes unlaced, ready to swim, and feared not for life, as the water was not cold, though the dashing of bitter spray would be trying to the eyes.” Muir seems to have minimized his danger, for had the boat sunk their chances of survival would have been slim. Guided by brush fires lit along the shores by Indians hunting rabbits, the party finally managed to reach the mainland. After recovering from their arduous experience the men continued on to Owens Valley.

Muir wrote extensively about the Yosemite and the western side of the Sierra Nevada Range but seldom put pen to paper about Mono Lake. He returned, however, to the topic of Mono Lake in a magnificent volume, Picturesque California and the Region West of the Rocky Mountains, from Alaska to Mexico, for which he served as editor and principal author. The book was published in 1888 and contained many chapters covering the attractions of California. In the book’s first chapter, “The Passes of the High Sierra,” Muir devoted several paragraphs to describing the lake and vicinity. Like his predecessors, Muir noted the use of Mono Lake’s resources by the Indians, especially the brine-fly larvae, and the special properties of the lake. “The lake water is as clear as the snow-streams that feed it, but intensely acrid and nauseating from the excessive quantities of salts accumulated by evaporation beneath a burning sun,” he observed. “Of course no fish can live in it, but large flocks of geese, ducks, and swans come from beyond the mountains at certain seasons, and gulls also in great numbers, to breed on a group of volcanic islands that rise near the centre of the lake, thus making the dead, bitter sea lively and cheerful while they stay.”

Muir noted that the Mono Indians no longer seemed to visit the islands, as the result of a major storm that had caused a number of them to drown, a tragedy he could well appreciate; but his assumption was probably incorrect. According to Muir, the Indians now preferred eating brine-fly larvae to risking their lives rafting across a potentially dangerous lake to obtain gull eggs. Perhaps he was projecting his own near-disastrous experience on others. Nevertheless, Muir believed the Indians enjoyed the region, “a paradise full of all the good things of life.” He recalled a discussion with a Yosemite Indian, a hotel servant, who visited the Mono Basin every year because “Mono had better things to eat than anything to be found in the hotel—plenty deer, plenty wild sheep, plenty antelope, plenty worm, plenty betty, plenty sage-hen, plenty rabbit—drawing a picture of royal abundance that from his point of view surpassed everything else the world had to offer.”

Muir described the joys of sailing on the lake, leaving it unclear whether this excursion for the 1888 book was hypothetical, or if he had repeated the experience since 1875. He took pleasure, he wrote, in the sights of “natives along with curving shores seen against so grand a mountain background; water birds stirring the glassy surface into white dancing spangles; the islands, black, pink, and gray, rising into a cloud of white wings of gulls; volcanoes dotting the hazy plain; and, grandest of all and overshadowing all, the mighty barrier wall of the Sierra, heaving into the sky from the water’s edge, and stretching away to north and south with its marvelous wealth of peaks and crests and deep-cutting notches keenly defined, or fading away in the soft purple distance. . . .” Muir thus had the best of all possible worlds when he visited Mono Lake, for in doing so he remained within saluting distance of his beloved Sierra while giving minimal acknowledgment to the Indians who lived by Mono Lake.

Muir concluded his observations by remarking on the volcanoes to the south of the lake and their recent activity. He marveled at the contrast of fiery volcanic land and icy Sierra. “Americans are little aware as yet of the grandeur of their own land,” he asserted, taking pride in the astonishing variety of California’s landscape—a region of “African Saharas, dead seas, and deserts, dotted with oases,” and likening the American Indians to Bedouins.

In writing of Mono Lake and its surrounding area, Muir demonstrated his understanding of the Mono Basin’s ecosystem, but of the lake itself he found little to praise. He ignored the lake’s brine shrimp as a food source for the birds that came there. Ending his essay, Muir pronounced Mono Lake a dead sea, attractive for its scenic values but as remote as Lapland or Labrador.

In contrast to the heretofore mainly impressionistic descriptions of Mono Lake (excepting Joseph Le Conte), there came in the 1880s a major scientific study—a careful analysis of Mono Lake that after more than a century still serves as a basic reference for Mono Lake information. Israel Cook Russell, a young geologist who had studied at the Columbia University School of Mines, was hired by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) in 1879 as an assistant geologist to conduct field studies under the direction of geologist Grove Karl Gilbert. In 1881 Gilbert assigned Russell to do research on the Mono Lake Basin as part of a larger USGS study of Great Basin geology. Debarking from the narrow-gauge Carson & Colorado Railroad at Hawthorne, Nevada, Russell proceeded by stagecoach to Aurora and then on muleback to the Mono Basin. He then commenced a detailed investigation of the basin’s geology.
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