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OWENS VALLEY'S ABANDONED LANDSCAPES 

Robert A. Sauder 

C
urrently, agriculture accounts for more than eighty per cent of the 
water used in the arid West, but this usage is under attack. 

Persistent migration to western cities, coupled with declining federal in
terest in financing huge water projects, ensure that pressures for water 
transfers out of agriculture will increase as competition for existing sup
plies intensifies (Knudson 1987). With the West's water supply now 
largely appropriated, agricultural communities throughout the region 
may in future years be forced to protect their way of life in the face of 
mounting demands for water in the region's growing urban areas. 

Perhaps the most publicized water transfer in the history of the West 
involved Los Angeles' diversion early in this century of Owens River 
water, resulting in the eventual abandonment of agriculture in Owens 
Valley. Much has been written about the manner in which Los Angeles 
acquired water rights in Owens Valley (Hoffman 1981; Kahrl 1982; 
Nadeau 1950), but overlooked in the literature is an examination of the 
patterns of rural livelihood that had evolved in the valley prior to the 
Los Angeles water diversion. This analysis draws on the abandoned 
landscapes of Owens Valley to uncover past relationships between the 
valley's settlers and their arid environment. It also illustrates what 
could happen to other agricultural communities as rural-to-urban water 
transfers in the West become more common. 

Prior Appropriation 

Owens Valley, situated on the western margin of the Great Basin be
tween the lofty, glaciated peaks of the Sierra Nevada and the dry, barren 
landscape of the Inyo-White Mountains, is drained by the Owens River 
(Figure 1). Numerous perennial snow-fed streams flowing off the Sierra 
contribute to the valley's relatively abundant water resources, whereas 
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Figure 1. Owens Valley, California 
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streams draining the Inyo-White Range are intermittent in flow and con
vey little runoff. Many of the Sierra streams, particularly those south of 
Poverty Hills, sink into the loose detrital material of the valley floor be
fore reaching the Owens River, thereby contributing to the vast reservoir 
found beneath the surface. While the streams of the Sierra are largely 
responsible for the valley's water supply, the range also casts a rain 
shadow across the valley floor as it captures and depletes moisture-bear
ing winds off the Pacific Ocean. Although annual precipitation is vari
able, the valley averages between five and six inches (130-150 mm) per 
year, making agriculture without irrigation impossible. 

Stockraisers trekked into Owens Valley in the early 1860s, and per
manent settlement began soon afterward. Like most settlements scat
tered outside of the Mormon realm in the West, Owens Valley 
settlement was stimulated by markets provided by nealiby mining activ
ities (Sauder 1990). Although mining contributed initially to the West's 
economic development, irrigated farming sustained the region's eco
nomic growth. Consequently, demands for irrigation water led to the 
region's water laws and institutions. Borrowing from the custom of 
western miners' use of water, pioneer settlers adopted the doctrine of 
appropriation, or the right to appropriate water in the public domain 
(Wilkinson 1986). Under this doctrine a seniority system developed 
based upon the premise "first in time, first in right"; that is, the first per
son who came to a stream and claimed a portion of its flow had priority 
to exploit the water. Unlike the riparian doctrine adopted by the more 
humid eastern states, where water could legally be used only on land 
bordering a stream, the doctrine of appropriation allowed the appropri
ators to divert water to any location so long as it was put to some ap
proved beneficial use. While this system of prior appropriation explains 
the large amounts of. water historically utilized by western agriculture, 
it has also proved conducive to long distance rural-to-uliban water trans
fers in the West (Wahl and Osterhoudt 1985). 

The Sacrifice of Owens Valley 

The Los Angeles Aqueduct was designed in the early 1900s to chan
nel by gravity the unappropriated water of the Owens River 233 miles 
south to the rapidly growing Los Angeles metropolis. In order to gain 
undisputed hold on the valley's unused water supply, both surface and 
underground, Los Angeles began purchasing land and appurtenant 
water rights to the relatively undeveloped south half of Owens Valley. 
The initial diversion of Owens River water in 1913 had little impact on 
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the valley's existing agriculture, because most farming and settlement 
were located north of the proposed diversion site. Since the city had 
tapped the river below the valley's leading center of agriculture, under 
ordinary circumstances both farmers and city dwellers would receive 
their needed allotments of water. But in the early 1920s, a prolonged 
drought began to tax the city's ability to supply itself with water. 
Runoff from the Sierra was far below normal, and by the time Owens 
Valley farmers made their diversions, there was little water left to sup
ply the Los Angeles Aqueduct. The city's only recourse for augmenting 
the aqueduct's supply, short of the construction of a major reservoir 
above the valley, was to purchase additional land with water rights in 
the valley's north end. 

Consequently, Los Angeles implemented in 1922 a wholesale policy 
to purchase farms and appurtenant water rights from whomever was 
willing to sell, causing neighbors to become bitterly divided (Walton 
1986). Many landowners were uncertain whether to accept an attractive 
offer, while others were determined to hold on to their properties. Soon 
the reversion of northern valley lands to desert conditions, with dying 
trees and dilapidated houses, created a feeling of despair and insecurity 
among the remaining farm population. Nearby valley towns-Bishop, 
Big Pine, and Laws-were increasingly deprived of their economic base 
(McClure 1925). Los Angeles' purchases quickly impaired the value of 
remaining properties, for once the process of land abandonment began 
there was little outside interest in the valley's real estate. By 1924, fed
eral and state land banks refused to make loans. Even the most stalwart 
owners were eventually compelled to sell to the city, for they found 
themselves confronted with a condition of isolation, surrounded by des
olation, and a realization that they could no longer hold on without their 
neighbors. 

By 1925 Owens Valley's economy was "suspended on a wire of 
doubt" (Walton 1986). Residents had lost control of the ability to direct 
their own lives; they could only respond to the city's actions. In order to 
avoid potential water conflicts, Los Angeles proceeded to acquire nearly 
all land and appurtenant water rights in the valley, including town 
properties. Laws eventually lost its critical mass for survival and 
largely ceased to exist. The towns of Bishop and Big Pine, as well as 
Independence and Lone Pine, were saved from extinction by the grow
ing number of tourists taking advantage of the eastern Sierra's scenery. 
Los Angeles owns today 99 per cent of the valley's land, making the val
ley a tributary province of the city it helped build (Nadeau 1961). 
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Abandoned Landscapes 

A unique form of urban blight settled over Owens Valley as most of 
its productive farmland, no longer irrigated, was abandoned. The num
ber of farms in Inyo County dropped from 521 in 1920 to 201 in 1935 as 
the amount of irrigated acreage declined.l By 1935 the destruction of 
agriculture in the Bishop region was nearly complete (Figure 2). 
Geographer Ruth Baugh described the changes that occurred there be
tween 1916 and the mid-1930s: 

Q Abandoned Farmland 

H!!!UI Cultivated Farmland 

ffiill Cemetery 

• Abandoned Farmhouse 

o Occupied Farmhouse 

- - Section Line 

Figure 2. Abandoned farms in the West Bishop district in 1935. 
Source: Adapted from Baugh, 1937 

1. Since Owens Valley was the only significant region of Inyo County that was 
cultivated, farm statistics for the Owens Valley are nearly synonymous with 
those for the county. 
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From the railroad station at Laws to the town of Bishop and west to Red 
Hill one traveled [in 1916] tree-lined roads through a district"almost con
tinuously cultivated; green fields bordered by wide irrigating canals al
ternated with stretches of damp pasture lands. A verdant land, Owens 
Valley presented a scene of substantial economic well-being and human 
contentment. How different today the area, vacant and desolate! (Baugh 
1937). 
Baugh also noted that there was little evidence in the town of 

Bishop, the valley's largest service center, that agricultural products had 
been sold in the valley (Baugh 1937). Dying orchards, empty school
houses, abandoned farm houses and farm buildings were now common 
landscape features (Figure 3). Los Angeles, the new landlord of Owens 
Valley, removed most traces of abandoned rural life as quickly as possi
ble; houses and barns were bulldozed or burned and many trees and or
chards were either cut down or uprooted in order to hide from passing 
motorists the despoliation it had wrought (Figure 4). 

But before this precipitous decline, substantial development took 
place in Owens Valley, and subtle landscape features survive today that 
remind one of the hardship and toil undertaken by former residents to 
make this arid land bloom. Viewed from the air, relict field patterns are 
still etched into the floor of Owens Valley (Figure 5). Their rectangular 
shape was determined by the public land survey of the mid-1850s and 
the nineteenth-century public land measures designed for disposal of 
the public domain, while their expanse reflects the breadth of farming 
that once prevailed in the valley. With the spread of mining activities 
beyond California's Mother Lode into the western Great Basin in the 
late-1850s, the demand for farm products in the region increased, set
ting the stage for pioneers to improve the rectangular units which they 
had selected for settlement. 

The transition to farming in what originally was a grazing frontier 
did not go smoothly. As land continued to be brought under the plow 
during the early 1870s, and new claims filed on the public land that 
stockmen had formerly used as open range, the destruction of growing 
crops by free-ranging stock resulted. Fencing would be needed to keep 
stock out of the newly sown fields, but in an arid, treeless region such as 
Owens Valley, fence materials were difficult and expensive to acquire. 
When Owens Valley was initially settled, barbed wire had not yet been 
invented, and when it did appear on the market in 1874, it was pro
hibitively expensive for most pioneers (Chalfant 1933). In Round Valley 
some farmers encircled their fields with substantial stone walls (Figure 
6). 
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Figure 3. Dying trees and the invasion of rabbit brush mark the location 
of a former farmstea9 in the Warm Springs district southeast of Bishop 

Figure 4. Tree Stumps located near Owens River Canal in the Sunland 
district southwest of Bishop 



68 THE CALIFORNIA GEOGRAPHER 

Figure 5. Abandoned fields south of Bishop. Roads and relict field 
boundaries conform to the original public land survey of the valley, 

completed in 1856. Source: Bureau of Land Management, 1977 

In order to increase the supply of fencing material, black locust trees 
were introduced into the valley in the late 1860s (Earl 1976). 
Cottonwood trees also were planted for the same purpose. But the es
tablishment of tree plantations for fencing was uncommon. There was 
little time for extensive tree culture when most pioneer efforts were de
voted to crop production. Commonly, however, trees were planted 
along roads and as wind breaks around fields (Figure 7). In the early 
1890s the Inyo Independent, a weekly newspaper published in 
Independence, reported on the improvements taking place around 
Bishop: 
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Figure 6. A relict stone fence in Round Valley 

Shade trees are planted there more than any place else in the county, and 
already long stretches of well shaded roads make lovely drives. Wisely 
did the settlers plant trees extensively; and now ... the whole country for 
several miles west, north and south of Bishop is richly wooded. Without 
those groves of trees, no matter how highly cultivated the land might be, 
the country would still retain much of the original desert aspect (Anon. 
1892). 

The trees in the valley that have survived to the present still ward off the 
valley's heat and aridity (Figure 8). 

Many of the late-nineteenth century improvements in the northern 
half of Owens Valley were linked to Congressional approval of the 
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Figure 7. Tree-lined roads and fields south of Bishop in 1931. 
Source: Spence Photo Collection, University of California, Los Angeles 

Desert Land Act in 1877. The new land law was designed to encourage 
reclamation of the western public lands, and its passage resulted in the 
extension of a number of irrigation canals, all claiming a portion of the 
Owens River's flow (Sauder 1989). Ditch companies were formed and 
often incorporated, and farmers purchased shares of stock, with each 
share carrying the right for the use of a specified amount of water. 
Canal construction was done by the farmers themselves during the win
ter season using a team of horses and a primitive cast-iron scoop called 
a Fresno scraper. Most of these partnerships built comparatively small 
ditches that irrigated only the lowlands, while the higher alluvial slopes 
remained unwatered. By 1901 water from the Owens River was di
verted through eighteen main ditches and canals, as well as some 
smaller ones, totaling nearly 200 miles in length (Anon. 1901). Most 
were located in the north end of the valley because the larger number of 
farmers and the more concentrated form of settlement there made their 
construction on a cooperative basis feasible (Figure 9). Much of the new 
land brought under irrigation by the desert land canals was devoted to 
alfalfa production to support stockraising in the valley. 

The trend away from general farming toward increased emphasis on 
stockraising was not enthusiastically endorsed by valley newspapers. 
The Inyo Independent commented that 
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Figure 8. Lombardy poplars planted by pioneer settlers still provide tree-
lined drives in the West Bishop region 

While it is very desirable to have capital invested in the county, yet if that 
capital is to be used in buying out small farmers in order to make big 
stock ranches, we would be better without it than with it (Anon. 1887). 

A shift toward more intensive farming such as fruit production was rec
ommended, and one of the most ambitious fruit raising efforts was un
dertaken by the Owens Valley Improvement Company on land it had 
purchased on Shepard Creek about five miles southwest of 
Independence. At this location the company subdivided 16-25 acre 
ranches, installed a sophisticated irrigation and drainage system, and 
platted a new town, known as Manzanar. Although the town of 
Manzanar failed to develop as planned, considerable demand existed for 
the small tracts surrounding it, most of which were marketed in 
Southern California. The general plan of the Owens Valley 
Improvement Company was to expand the valley's apple production, 
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Figure 9. Dry channel of Owens River Canal. One of the more success
ful cooperative ditches in the valley, Owens River Canal served lands to 

the west and southwest of Bishop 

and the finn therefore offered to plant apple trees and care for them for 
absentee land owners, or to sell the trees directly to new residents 
(Anon. 1911). Much of the increase in the valley's fruit production in the 
1920s was related to the Manzanar development (Figure 10). 

The Inyo Register, published in Bishop, also recommended alterna
tives to stockraising, and dairying was proposed as a feasible option 
(Anon. 1892). The systematic development of Owens Valley's dairy in
dustry had begun in the Bishop region in 1892 when the Inyo Creamery 
was incorporated and a plant constructed at Bishop (Chalfant 1933). In 
1898 Owens Valley's first silo (and reportedly the first in the trans-
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Figure 10. Fruit ranches at Manzanar in 1931. Following the abandon
ment of Manzanar, the subdivision was used as an internment camp for 

Japanese-Americans during World War II. Source: Spence Photo 
Collection, University of California, Los Angeles 

Figure 11. Remains of Roberts' silo in Round Valley, the first silo to be 
built in Owens Valley. Constructed in 1898 of light tufa rock, it stood 

twenty-two fe-et high and held 230 tons of silage 
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Figure 12. Abandoned concrete silos located southeast of Bishop. Many 
silos, although unused today, are still seen in the Bishop-Round Valley 

region where dairy farming was once prominent 

Mississippi West) was constructed in Round Valley (Figure 11). It was 
"the first experiment with ensilage in the entire region, from which 
dairymen in the north section of the valley were anxious to learn re
sults" observed the Inyo Register (Anon. 1898). Dairying would subse
quently become one of the leading enterprises in the Bishop-Round 
Valley region, and its advance was reflected in the numerous concrete 
silos which began to appear on Owens Valley's horizon. The Inyo 
Independent reported that approximately a dozen silos were erected in 
the valley between 1914 and 1916, and "many more were in the course 
of construction" (Anon. 1916). By 1922 over 100 silos were distributed 
across the valley floor, most located in the north end of the valley (Anon. 
1922). Today, the majority of extant silos are abandoned, standing for
lorn against the mountain backdrop (Figure 12). 

Alfalfa, beef cattle, fruit and dairy production were the chief agricul
tural enterprises in Owens Valley when Los Angeles embarked on its 
final acquisition program, and the evolving rural livelihood patterns in 
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the valley were abruptly terminated. Each activity was a small-scale en
deavor compared to other agricultural districts in the state, primarily be
cause of the valley's relatively short growing season and its habitual 
isolation from the more settled regions of California. Yet much of the 
historic ambiance of Owens Valley evolved out of its farming and ranch
ing activities, and the valley's abandoned rural landscapes serve as re
minders of the hardships associated with settling this remote, arid 
region. 

Conclusion 

Owens Valley's abandoned landscapes enable us to recount the re
gion's settlement history, but they also demonstrate how the shift of 
water away from farming can have significant implications for those 
who are tied to agriculture and related activities. Fortunately, nearly all 
western states today have some agency with discretionary authority to 
oversee proposed water transfers and, in contrast to the past, those con
templating water exchanges now face an array of legal, logistical, and fi
nancial hurdles (Udall1987). 

Nevertheless, water reallocations in the West will inevitably increase 
in importance and the abandoned landscapes of Owens Valley should 
also stand as reminders of what could happen to small communities 
elsewhere in the region as rural-to-urban water transfers become more 
common. Since much of the economic vitality of the West derives from 
its farming and ranching base, a sound and functional transfer process is 
critical to the region's future; otherwise, large cities will ultimately 
squeeze the water and life out of small communities, as happened to 
Owens Valley (Babbit 1988). But numerous options are available for 
sharing some of the larger water supplies used for agriculture with 
growing municipalities without creating hardships for farmers or rural 
communities (Lamm 1986). With adequate safeguards in place, there 
need be no more Owens Valleys, and the ambiance and lifestyle of west
ern rural areas can be preserved in tandem with the ongoing urbaniza
tion of the region. 
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