The American River — Source of Our Water
Today, the American River begins its journey frdra t ' . :
present Sierra range as three rivers — each oechwmdred
miles long, and each with its own major tributari€se
North, Middle, and South forks embrace some twashod

square miles.

In their first fifty miles, each fork drops six thsand feet.
They rush in deep canyons, twist, tumble over lsddash
against great boulders, sweep through rugged aedtéal

country, and carve their gorges ever deeper andrwid
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Because of the steep terrain, the forks passgihréaur life ~ The three forks of the American River drain the
Sierra Mountains and join the Sacramento River.

zones in less than half a day - from snow-fed steethhat The joined waters then flow out to the Pacific Qtea
through the Delta Region and the San Francisco Bay.

drain bald, windswept 9000 foot high granitic dordegted

with hardy juniper, down through a maze of alpipgrgys, lakes and hardy pine, fir and hemlock zpnes

on through the deciduous forests and chaparrahlémtehills, and finally onto the grassy lowlandstteéd

with Valley oaks in the Sacramento valley. The dé&dand South forks find themselves way-laid in

recent times at several points at the higher d@vatby dams and reservoirs that are intent orucisgt

their freefalling energy along the way, but thegmwually escape to continue their impetuous josney

Just outside the foothill town of Auburn, the Noftink and Middle fork meet at the bottom of a wide,
rugged canyon. From there, as “the North Fork&ythush on to find the South Fork, where they had
once met in a tree lined valley, but now drownhia tlepths of man-made Folsom Lake. The River, now
united but subdued and doled out for flood conirdgation, power, municipal and industrial uskss,
allowed a regimented escape from the Folsom Datrhthids it captive, only to be soon caught agaith an
further tamed by a another downstream dam and pphaet, the Nimbus. From there, when allowed, the
River regains some of its spirit as it races otgeracky, gravelly and recently levee-containedrsewn

its way to meet the Sacramento River where it medland mingles with five other mountain river
systems and numerous smaller streams. If theywaid being pumped down the Central Valley
Authority aqueduct system and on to Southern Qalifoor to crop fields along the way, the wateenth
head to the Suisun, San Pablo and San Francise Bay finally the outbound tides sweep them thinoug

the Golden Gate into the Pacific Ocean.
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Today’'s American River is vastly changed from wibatas just 150 years ago, especially in the st f
miles of the River’s journey from the Sierra Nevaoldahe Sacramento River. From the last ice apgeyia
10,000 years ago, the River and surrounding vallene rich with flora and fauna. The Sacramento
Valley, especially near the where mountain rivemsverged with the Sacramento River, was swampy and
lush with wildlife. As time progressed after tlast Ice Age, and the snowmelts from the Sierrdesktib
more contemporary volumes, the rivers settled motess into their present channels, with the nbrma
spring runoffs causing flooding in the lower pastshe Valley. The natural floodplain of the

Sacramento River ranges up to mile or more widd,the natural flood plain of the American River was
well beyond the levies that contain it today. Fleasonal variations in the flow of the rivers were
incorporated into the lives of the early human @as of the Valley, whose arrival likely coincidedh

the cessation of that last ice age.

Once gold was discovered along its south fork i#8Li®& Coloma, the American River area was besieged
by an incredible mix of gold seekers. At the pautiere the forks of the American River flowed frome t
foothills near Folsom, it formed a delta or “allavfan” which was rich in placer gold that had wegh

out from the eroding fissures in the mountains abdlany techniques were used to mine the placet, gol
but all are based on the law of gravity. Heavydgslseparated from lighter material by the usesaitr.
Without water to wash the gravels of the delta,ltéimel was relatively worthless to the miners. Bask

and pans of the early gold seekers were ineffid@uis for extracting the gold from the gravel.

Elaborate ditch systems and canals were soon cetetirto bring water [t

to digging sites. This allowed the water to ruskresluice boxes of a

great range of sizes (to increase efficiency, sasm@ hundreds of feet
long — hence the “long tom”).

Mississippi Bar was the terminal

point for a major and ambitious

iy a. project to carry water from Tomarro Miners using a s-luice box
“. Bar on the north fork of the

American River (near Auburn) to the dry diggingsvdoiver.
Called the North Fork Ditch, it extended 39 milesn the

The upper end of the North Fork Ditch, as mountains to Sailor and Mississippi bars, wherenthter was

it came off the North Fork of the American

River. returned to the river.
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Gold mining also introduced mercury to the watedsivben it was brought in for use in gold processing
Widespread mercury contamination of the sedimenttseabottom of rivers and lakes occurred, and
continues to occur, in many Northern California&gsthat drain the areas where gold fields and ungrc
processing operations were located.

As earlier placer mining gave way to new gold estican techniques, the American River, as with other
watersheds in the foothills, was plundered andagsti. In 1855 a new mining technique was devised
that was massively destructive of the land — hyldramining. By 1870, improvements to the techm@qu
had created a water gun, called the “monitor” tiatally blasted away entire mountainsides. It was
reported that by 1879, there were 640 ditches antlaggregate length of 6585 miles in use carrying
water to the “aqueous artillery”. These ditchekveeed about 260,000 “inches” of water, equivalent
almost two million gallons, per day, for every day
the year. Between 1849 and 1909, hydraulic gold
mining in the watershed of the North and Middlek&or =

of the American river caused an estimated 257 onilli @
cubic yards of sand, silt, and fine gravels to be
deposited in the river. This resulted in the depsient

of numerous split flow reaches and new channels

within the river and raised the riverbed from fieet in

Hydraulic mining along a mountain river

some areas, to an estimated 30 feet in other areas.
Extensive sand and gravel bars in the Lower Amarici

River were built up and fish spawning gravels wareered.

Dredge mining, the most effective and efficientinoel for

the gold seekers, began in the late 1890’s andretas far

downstream on the Lower American River as whereRiv

Bend Park is located today. It continued to sorterd up

until about 1960. As dredging operations excavéted

A dredge working along the river.

riverbeds and floodplains, surface features chandged
landscape of row upon row of tailings, composedméll boulders, emerged to forever scar and deform
the beautiful and rich riparian waterway and adtwral fields that were in the path of the dredg&bese
are the mounds that can be seen along the highwalys Folsom area. They are a major feature in
several parks along the river: Mississippi BarJ@dar, and the Sacramento Bar, and they factored

heavily in where Aerojet located its explosiveditegsfacility in the 1960'’s.
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By 1911, the North Fork Ditch, built originally féine gold-rush miners, was tapped to bring water to

every home, ranch and business in Fair Oaks. »slolegment in the community expanded, so did the
perceived need to tame the fluctuations of thedwiivers around which the community grew. Unlike
the natives, who retreated to higher grounds irstmmer heat when the river dwindled to a trickleno

the winter when the floods replenished the sod,ribw residents channeled the river with levees and
raised their buildings to avoid the fluctuationghey soon built dams and waterworks to completgadhe
The upper reaches of the Middle and South ForikteeAmerican River and its tributaries (like mokt o

California's rivers) are now also extensively dardrard diverted for hydroelectricity production.

The Folsom Dam, built by the US Army Corps of Emrgirs in 1955, creates a lake that extends about 15
miles up the North Fork and 10 %2 miles up the Séattk of the American River. The water is released
into a regulating reservoir, called Lake Natomde Nimbus Dam, seven miles down from the Folsom
Dam, in turn re-regulates and releases this watendtream into what is now called the “Lower”
American River. The Nimbus Dam also serves ayersion dam to direct irrigation water into the
Folsom South Canal, which extends south past tlsei@nes River, ending near the city of Galt. These

dams are operated by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation

Since the Folsom Dam was built, Fair Oaks recenaer tapped from the Folsom Lake Reservoir by the
San Juan Water District. Gravity moves the watemfthe higher elevation of the reservoir down
through the San Juan Water District treatment pkamd on to the Fair Oaks Water District. Pumpgs ar
then used in some areas to distribute the wateugfirout the district, including down to our beaultif

Fair Oaks Bluff Plaza, where visitors and theirinarfriends can be treated to a refreshing drinoknfthe
drinking fountain. As runoff, some of the watetur@s to the lower part of the American River and

ultimately out to the Pacific Ocean.

Until the completion of Folsom Dam in 1955, the Aioan River was navigable only during winter and
spring high flows. Today, there are usually suéfitiflows to allow navigation year round and to mak
the American River a popular recreational rivenegithe summer months. However, the constructfon o
the Folsom and Nimbus Dams curtailed the abilitthef natural spring flows of the mountain waters to

flush out the sediment and restore the naturalmwatgriverbed so vital to many fish populations.

Fortunately for us, the bluffs have stood fast,tha most part, against the human and natural ogista
From our beautiful Fair Oaks Bluff we can see ® ¢last, beyond the destruction, to the grand saidrce

our water - and the gold, the Sierra Nevada. Fastrof the year, an important source of the Sootlk F
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of the American River, snow capped Pyramid Peakisible. To the west, the vast Sacramento Valley
lies, leading the River to the Delta, past the talaanges (including Mt. Diablo - visible on cletays),
and on out through the bays to the ocean . The taeghe south reveals the ancient flood plain, nehbe
American River has meandered over the eons. Téws from the Bluff reveals a moment in time -

captured from the long, remarkable and continutngysof the American River!

To help visualize the approximate path of the Eaks Water District pipeline from the Folsom
Reservoir to the drinking faucet in our Plaza, grilee the one on the sign is provided here:
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