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THE CALIFORNIAN DESERT BASIN.

HE Paclfic States, being compar-
atively a new coantry, contain

acme large arezs bot little knowy, some
even ouly partially explored, and ghout
which very litle has begn published.
Some portions of Callforaia are !n thia
condition, especially the great Desert
Basin, extend!ng from the head of the
Gulf of Callfornia northward, embracing
the Colorado Desett, the Mohave Dasatt,
and the Amargoso or Death Valley, all
connected with one socther, aod forming
a continuoow basin, much of which Iz 2a
low as or lowsar than the level of the
ncezn. Dreary and forbidding In char-
acter, difficult and dangarous fo cross,
deatitute of water or vegetation except
in small portlons lke the oases of the
African desers, burning under a tropl-
cal heat, awept by terelble sand-storme,
and only Inkahited by strangs animzls
and reptilos, this great extont of country
is considered wotthless for homan hab-
{tation, and, by {is climatie lnfuences, 2
curse to the (nbabltable and fortiie par-
Houy of the Stats, the draad of travel-

ors, and tha cavse of most of the ills
to which farming in Californiz Is sab-
joct, But the reat of the State is rapldly
fitling vp. Tule«lznds ere balng re-
clalmed at heavy cxpenze, Rallwaye
are projected and buifding, wh'~h wiil
croas the desert baaln at neveral places;
and it {3 a matter of Interest ta all to
flnd out whether it #s possible to do any-
thing to redesm so Immense an area
frox {tn dreary deeolatioo and bring It
into a condition to contribute sor sthing
to the gonaral geed. The Dllowing
notes, prepared from obaervations tade
by the writer durlng several expeditions
Into this fexritory within the past five
years, though with oo attempt at de-
talled acient!fic description, maybe found
of ioterest, and to give some new (dean
of a regico sa lttle known or described.
The portion treated of l{es in San Dicge
County, and, for o better uaderatand.
jog of its peculiarities, 8 few preliminary
words may be said in regard to that por.
tion of the State,

The zausty of San Dizgo i» one of

Enrered seeccding b At of Congrew, in the yewr sy, by Jomw H, Cakaciny, In tha Ofce of the

You. 14y =i,

Librarian of Congress, #i Washington,
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the largest in Califorala, extending about
tso miles from east to west and 100
miles from porth to aouth, and contaln-
ing aver 15,000 square miles. In shape
it very nearly resembles the States of
Mazsachusetts, Rhode Island, and Con-
nscticut combined, and is somewhat
larger than they are, This immense
area can be divided into three portions,
differing widely from each other In cli-
mate, soll, aod productions, as well ae
In general appearance.

Firet, the western {extending from the
Pacific Qeean back a distance varying
frotm twenty to thirty miles) may be call-
ed the “Meza Divislon,” as it consiats
largely of sloping table-lands or meras,
feing gridvally from B level to eleva-
tions of from oo to 1,000 feet, Itla
generally destitute of tress, but covered
with # varlety of shrubs, plants, and
grazses, miny of them furniahing good
grazing; and, beiog cut through by nu-
merous sireams running into the scean,
it has many valleys of ferttle land, from
§oo ta 12,000 acres [n arem, with good
soll and some timber along the water-
courses. The clmate of this regios i
sitnilar to that of most of the Pacific
Coast, though euch less cool and damp
than farther north. There ave no great
oxtremes of temperdlure, no snow, 0o
ice, very little fraat, Yittle rain-fall, and &
remarkahle uniformity durlng the whole
yEat,

The mecond divisicm, which may be
called the "Mountain Division,™ con-
slsta of parallel apd tranaversa ranges of
mountalns, from 2,000 to §,000 feet high,
with deep valleys intersocting, some of
them of gonsiderable size. Thess val-
leys are always well watered, and mast
of them well supplied with timber; plne
and cedar of fargs slee and aeveral vari-
eriee of cak growing on the rldges, and
cak, sycamore, cotton-wood, willow, and
same other trees, in tha valleys. This
division extends north and south the
whele Iength of the county, vares [n

width from forty miles at the south ead
to neatly 100 miles a the north end,
but s in reality divided there inta two
mountaln reglons, by the occurrence of
the San Jacente plaius, sn extensive
and nearly level reglon, twenty to forty
miles Tong and wide, and about 1,200
feet above the sca-level, The climate
{s hotter in summer and coaler in winter
thao near the coast the rain-fall 15 much
greater; anow and ice occuz, and on the
higher peaks remain for geveral months,
It belng not uncommen to aze them late
in May. Durlng the summer the alr {a
remarkably dry and lovigorating, and
oo some of the pine-covered pesks and
cldges almost perfectly free from damp-
ness without being very bot,

From the eastern border of this re-
glon, at an average elevation of 5,000
{eat above sen-level, there Js au excred-
ingly rough, broken, and precipitous des
gseeat to the third ar *“Desert Divlalon,”
which extends to the Colorado River,
an average width of about seventy-five
mlles, intluding nearly one-half of the
county. This regiot is one of the moat
singular in the world, as regards climats,
gcil, praductions, ¢levatlon, and coma
patatively recent geological changes.
Ita first and most remarkable peculiars
ity ia, that e large portion of this desert
is below the Jevel of the se2; the great-
est depth, in the bed of Dry Laks, near
its northern end, helng abour ase feet,
The earlier cxplorers doubted the acou-
racy 6f the measuromonts by the barom.
eter, but recent railway surveys, wlth
Recurate izsteuments, bave proved thia
remathable fact. This depression grad-
ually diminighes farther south, but a
caoal from the head of the Gulf of Cali-
fornia, thirty or forty miles in length,
would Jet the waters of the ¢tean In, ned
overflow an atea probably twenty to
thirty miles In width and alxty to elghty
milse in length.

In the report of the sutvey for the Fa-
clfic Railroad, by Lisutenant R. 8. Wills
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{amaon, of the Unlted States Engfneses,
in November, 1853, he speaks of & tra-
dition among the Cohnilla Indians, that
et & period aot very romote this basin
was flllad with water, znd the Indians
snbaisied on fish aad waterfow! canght
o it 1 heard the same story from an
aged Indian of the vixinity, on & recest
trip. The occurrence of a plalnly mark-
«d beach or water-line on the rocks, as
well as amog tha sand end bowldery—
the inerustations couting the etonen near
thls, of an appearance ressmbling coral,
end simflar to what may ba seen near
the bay of San Diago —the great quan-
titien of shellz which are atrewed over the
surface of the ground, some of them of
freah and some of salt water origis, and
aeveral otker facte—all go to prove that
at some late gealagieal period this wholo
reglon was uader water, And thare in
& good deal of evideace to ghow that this
period was very recent, Desldes the
Tndian traditlons, which ate usually very
unteestworthy, there is plenty of proof
that the country is new, and has been
for some time, golog through a veryrapid
drying-up process. Spriogs, that it is
known flowed freely fifteen or iwenty
years ago, aro dried up, or only furnfsh &
little water; places whers good graziog
could be had only show now s little salt
grans or bare white alkali grottnd; hus-
dreds of iron-wood and other trees In
some lacalltles are dead or dying, with
few young tress to replace them; the
stumps and loga of palm-irees are nu-
merous, &nd wore evidontly indigencus
to the cauntry and quite plenty; and tha
rematns of frall Indian houses and feaces
are to be sean, whare now s aothing
but sand. At one pelnt there Is a gin-
gelar pond, circular in skape, abaut Stty
feet iz dlameter, with 7ta bank soma foor
feet above the surrounding plain. One
of cur party sald when hs visitzd it, 45
teEn yedrs ago, it was Sfty or sixty feet
deep, the water clear and fresh, a Jarge
pailm-tree Joaning over It, and good

grasing all about t.  Now, Itis notover
elght or ten feet deep: the dead stump
of the palm-troe alone remalns; the
water 1s alkaline and brackish, and nath-
ing but salt grans grows arpund It.  Yet,
singularly snough, 1t contains fish, of
what apecles I could not ascertaln, but
aumeraus, about tero inches in length,
£nd shaped like the % pumpkin-seed,” no-
called, of the Eaatern Statea. No other
fiah exist, to my knowledge, within one
hundred miles, 1twas probablyformerly
a nxtural artesian well; the diminiahed
flow of tho water bas cansed it to dry
up, and the gwaporation concentrated
the mineral salts in splutica.

Dactor Widney, i an able article In
the OVERLART MowtaLY for January,
1873, degcriben the manner {n which this
baain, which was na doubt part of the
Gulfof Californin, became cut off fram it,
and gradaally dried up; and there a
every reason to believe that both his
arguments and hia concluslons in favorof
restoring the anclaut cdndition of things,
a1d the advantages that would probably
result therefram, are corrsct, Lieutens
ant Willlamaon, also, In the raflroad ve-
port above alluded to, dlscusses the
same sabject and arrivea at the same
conclusions; while 1 recent sarvey, by
J. E. James, civll anginser, cotablighes
tho perfact fensibility of this project.

Few paracue probably have attempt-
¢d, as our party did, in March, 1873,
16 crosd Dry Lake, at a place where it
Is aboot ten miles wide: Our mttempt
was 2 falluve, and we were compalled to
go back, afer proceeding nearly thres
tmiles from ghore 3 but we learned potae
interesting facts, The aurface is z bad
of dried mud (clay mixed with amall
shells}, forming & crust about & foot and
a bzlf thick; belosr this 7s a thin cruat
of a cryatallizod white aubatance resems
bling walt or afom, but haviag neither
taste nor amell; and under this exizty
an utknown depth of moist whits clay,
like woft putty, into whith men snd ani-
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roals aink a3 3007 as the crost is broksn.
The water thls contains ia saturated with
salt, and round the eastern edge of Diy
Lake are many springs «nd streams of
clear cold =alt water running inte it

The southern portion of the great des-
ert Is guite lewel, but the northern and
north-eastetsy portions are broken by
isolated peaks and ranges of mountains,
which seem to be the contingation southr
eastward of the San Bernarding mount-
ains, They are compozed of brokes,
abrupt, barren rocks, generally almoest
black from exposurs to the weather,
though sometimes red, or brown, or of
& gray coler. They always szem to (ar-
minate at the baze aa if at a shore -ling,
not only near the depressed basio, but
when 1,500 or 2,000 fret hLigher; the
pouths of the gorges and cafions by
which they are cut belog choked by
encrmous guantities of gravel, sand,
and largs bowlders, as though the tor-
rents which brought them down had
been me¢ and ghecked by the breaking
of an ocean ewell, Lower down fre-
guasntly cecur long slopes covered with
flat amall fragments of rock, as regular-
ly laid as 2 mosale pavement, and almost
as black.as Ink; then alopes of sand and
gravel, and, at the bottom of the valley.
gand-waahes, as they are called, like the
bede of ancient rivers, generally quite
thickly covered with trees and bushes,
varleties of cactes, and other desert
grawth. These vallays vary from a mile
or two (0 ten miles wide, but all have
the same general character: sand-wash-
es, rising by gravelly or rocky slopey to
the base of steep broken mountainz, ab-
eclutely destitute of vegetation,

Some of these valleys are iromn iwenty
to Gfty miles long, and one can travel in
any direction without dificalty by keap-
ing a little away from the foot of the
mountaing; the sand-wasnes and the
gravel wesar belng generally hard and
compact. The valleys freguencly look
quite pretty, there being a park-like

growth of tmber of vatleties pecunar to
the desert. There are the iron-wood and
mesquite ( which rgsemble the acacias),
and the pals werde, looking at a little
distance ke a green willow, but having
a0 leaves at all, the amall twigs termi-
natiog io dharp thorns. The lron-wood
is very hard and heavy, about the color
and grain of rose-wood, It will pot split,
and when dry 1 too hard to be cut with
an axe, but can be broken off In slaba
by blaws with an axe or aledge-hammer,
andl would ro doubt furatah material for
very beautiful finlshing-work, as It takes
& high polish, and ig of very handsotne
eolor and grain., 1t is also an excellent
fuel, burning into clear hot coals, Hke
mineral coal.

Every vegetable growth on the des-
ert i3 covered with thorns: the traes,
buahes, many varietles of cactus; evena
sort of grass called galisfe by the ng-
tivas, and which furnishes a rather poor
article of hay for stock, though wild an-
imals geem fond of it. It grows arouad
and over small hummoeks of sand, is cut
with a hoe, and looks as much like old
brooms wlth & few teeds on them aa
anythiog elae it can be compared to.
The varietles of the cactus are pumer-
ous: among them the * Turk’s-head,” as
large as a pampkia; the “prickiy-pear,”
ot puma, with beautiful crimson flow-
era; the ©' chofia,’ with its terrible barb.
ed thorns ; the "“lace cactus,” looking as
though it was covered with g lace veil;
and many others, There are alen the
varescal" which sends up a tall fowset-
atalk: the “Spanish bayonet," with a
shkeaf of deltigate creamy blossoma ; and
a curlous plant resembling a bundle of
fisl - poles diverging from a commeon
root, growing twenty or thivty feet higl,
with small green l=aves, no branches,
but superh crimscan flowers, that ean be
seen for a long distance, And with all
thiz growth of vegetation there is no wa-
terto be seen. One may travel for days,
may search all the cafions, may dig in
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the sand, and fpally perisk of thirst,
while all aronud wre gresn trees, bright
fiowens, and plenty of vegetabls growth.
The tees and plants seem to abyorb
eoongh moaisture during the talny aea-
sou s last them the rest of the year,
and to be of such a atructute za sot to
give It off again. It is mrictalned by
socue that the Julee of the mascald, of the
Tuork's-head, and of other sac can be
used to quench thirst. Parhaps ft might
serve to melaten the mouth In extreme
cases, but the experience of the writer,
whe bas fzied tham all, !a that it doce
more haem than gaod, The agp is aceld,
and causes soreness, sven blaters, on
the mouth and tongee, and In & short
¥me the thite: Is Wore [atense than be-
fors.

The alr Is perfeetly dry, day and night;
RA maistare is perceptibls I the mom.
fng, and one aever catchea cold by sleep-
fug oo damp groond or in 2 wet blank.
ot. Yt this region ls nof entirely des-
titzta of water. There rre noczsional
wpringe, gearrilly Impeegnated with al-
kall, or more or lass brackish, but serw
Iug to supply the requitements of men
and the wild anlmals of the coantry.
Sote of the desert mouatnins are serat-
i6ed, aad where the dip of the rock &s
toward the mountalns oatural clstems
socas, that 6 withk rain.water during the
rainy season and last durisg moet of
the year. These cao be found by per-
1ans scqualnted with the pacalfarities of
ke country, by obaerving the structure
of the mountalns, and by following the
trads of wild asimals na they lead wp
inte the arrsyor by which the mountaing
are very much cut wp. In other places
the preaence of paim -tress Is az almost
certain fndicatlon of waler below tha
sutface, which can by reached by dig-
§'ag, sometimen ealy two or three fout,
where the groand presents on the sure
face only & dry white vand; and such
water Is always good and yweet. Yetit
in espentinlly a dry and desert regios,

THE CALIFORNIAN DESERT BASIN, L2

aod one dasgerous to travel In without
carrylog saveral days’ supply of water
for men apd animals. Scarcely 2 sea-
son paasgs withent less of Life for want
of water, one of the moat terrible deaths
knowa.

There are 1 good macy animsls In-
digenous ta the country: dest, antolope,
n2d wonntaiz sheep of tha Hig-horn vae
tiety, ate comparatively oumetous, Of
the smaller znfmals there are the Call-
forntan hars or fack-rabblt, the common
mablit, the kangaron-rat, twe or three
varletiee of mice, numerons varlotles of
{{zardy (locluding ons called the igwana,
vory good to eat and mach prized by the
Tudiana), the Arizonlax quall {a diferent
wpecies from the Califomian one) and
many varletien of smmll birds, among
which humming.birds are very numers
ous, Insncts are alao oumercny! fHiea,
moths, beetles, 2 small biark bee, guats,
and anis. The dlatances from waber #
which these animals range appesc to be
zbont ag follows: Small birds, one to
two milea; rabbits, two o theee s hares,
four or flve) deer 2ad other large anl.
oaxlx, ten to twelve: quails, two or theee;
beos, thres or four; while other Insects
and lizards are everywhere; as are nlio
the kanguroo-rats, which llve in colonfes,
gither In ¢rovicen in the rock ot in holes
excavated in the groond. It In wery
peobable that water might be foucd by
sinking wells in any of the sand-wushes.

Oz¢ very interasting aninal, of which I
htve not been abla to fad any descrip-
tion ar plates in the reports of surveys
and explorations, Is the desert tortolse,
or land-tervapln. These animala are
véry zusmerous o the nacthern and eant-
arn part of the dasert, and are excellent
eating. They are from twelve to SResn
inchen long, the ahell vazy mach arched,
the feet provided with long claws, and
the hinder ones very much Nke thone of
nn elephant. In crawllzng (hey maise the
body twoor three inchens from the ground,
and can travel quite fast for an anitmal of
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their kind. Under the arch of the up-
per shell they carry & sack or pauch of
water, and, as they live far from water
sapplies, no daobt they fill this during
ralny aod asobaist on it the reat of the
time. The ahell ia covered with plates,
that can ba separated and vsed far orna-
ments] purposes. They excavate holes
under bushes and where s steep bank
favors them, probably by aid of a point-
od projection of the under sbell reszm-
blisg » shovel, and with thelr aharp
claws, Into these holes they crawl
backward, and mn be found lookiog
out, ax if admiring the scanery. They
appear to live on vegetable food, those
that we Lilled containing the leaves of
the grease-wood and other plants.

It 13 2 cnrious study to examine the
number and varlety of tracks sometimes
meat with on tbe fine white sand, Decr
and othor litge animals, coyotes, rats,
rabbita, lzards, birds, beetles, aad ter-
rapiog, leave evidence of their nocturnal
rambles ; and thelr hahits, mode of trav-
el, of eating, visiting one woother, even
thelr Gghts, and the way In which the
carnsvors capture thelr pray, can be
studled io characters as plaic sa the
hleroglyphics of ancient nations. And,
indeed, hieroglyphics wers not used ex.

clusively In anclent times. On the rocks -

fiear many of the watzr reservolrs may
be seep modatn ones, cut or scratchad
by the Indlana. Secveral of the figures
are plain snough, ruch aa the figurs of a
man, of 2 mountain sheep, of u sarpent,
of a tres; aome mathematlcal figures
and others are oot so 2aally understood,
Whether theso were made plmply for
amusement, or a8 vecords, ot for the
pake of Indicatieg where water could be
found, T bad zo means of ascertainiog.
The climate of this region Is of a tor-
rid and desert character, From April
t¢ November the thermometsr ranges
from go® to 120° In the ghade; while the
heat of the aun, combined with the re-
Bection from the bare sandy ground, is

something tertific. Thunder-storms oc-
cu dnring the summer monthe, Red rains
from Dacember to March, but the an-
aual rain-fall ip no doubt very small, and
the evaporation very rapid. The sand-
storms of the reglon ars the dread of all
travelers. Any wind, that eclsewhers
winild scarcely be noticed, sets in mo-
tion the flne sand that in places is piled
up in dunes or spread over considerable
areas; and when the wind Increasss the
air bagomen flled with the drlving sand,
On 80 large an mrea of open country,
subjeat ta such extreme changer of tem-
perature {for the nights are generally
cool), wind -storms, of course, are fre-
quent and oftest very savere; and aoy-
one who has been exposed to am old-
fashipoad eastern snow.storm can Im-
agloe what it would be with sand aub-
stituted for snow, ]t fills the eyes, noas,
god mouth, sad does not melt as anow
doss ; it cats the skin 00 as Zegqueutly
to bring blood ; it sifte Into everything—
food, clothing, and baggage; and at laat,
when the atorm becomesz violent, al) at-
tempta At travel muat be zbandoned,
and, scated on the ground with & coat
or blanket wrapped round the bead, so
as to be able to breathe, the traveler
must wait until the storm subsldes.
Most of this great territory in witerly
uninhabitable, though thero are valuabls
oloeral deposits, and some mines are
being wocked for gold, wilver, and cop-
per. Fipe apecimeuns of {ron ore ars
found, wnd no doubt other valuable
mines will be discovered and worked,
There {5 plenty of timber for fuel, the

Iren - woed czpeclally makiog a vary hot

fice and lasting a loog tima. Wells ean
be dug, ot clstergs built for the accam-
ulation of rain-water, 1o supply the neady
of men and animals, pachaps eoough for
croshing and workiog ores, By a small
eapeaditute of nouey and enginesring
wkill, great changes could be produced,
and 2 largs part of this territory rodests-
ed from {ta present woribless coaditlon.
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Doctor Widney, iz the artlale bafore als
icded to, has wall treated thia mubject,
and at the time of the publication of hls
papor much interest wau manifested In
ft. A large area of the depreased basin
conld be covered with water from the
Gulf of Californla; the evaporation from
this would supply 2n additional ralp-fall,
and, by lower{ng the tempetitars of the
surroundiog conntry, dimialsh the gen-
el evaporation, The springs and
streams that formerly nourfehed palm-
treea and grass might be reilled ; large
areas of corntry put under cultivation,
espocially In the New River basln; bya
system of {nigation from the Colorado
River, cropa of cotton, tropical fruite,
and othér valoable prodontions ralsed;
and what Ix now a desert waste, danger-
ous sad difficalt to cross, might be made
o support & latge popuiation. That it
did wsupport 4 covsiderabls number of
Indiacs, not long age, fs skown br va-
rious remalng, among thetn fiagments of
pottery, which gre scitisred about in
many places, Nor are these all the
changes that might be brought about,
The country weat of tha mountaios, I
Saa Diego, Los Angeles, and San Ber-
narding tounties, which shows in a less
degree the same signa of a gradual dry-
ing-up process, might Lo reytored or

impreved, A greater wuln.fall, feller
streams, the graweh of Hmber, and crops
and means of subalsience for a larger
population than the countty la now ca-
pable of austalning, would be brought
about, prabably much sconer than is
imagined ; and the only drawback now
affecting the whole of southerz Califor
nle, its Nability to deought, might he
reitigated or removed,

Tt is seldom posafble for mac 1o do
so much to ctange the climatic copdi-
tlona of g large atex of country, as might
be effacted by an expenditure of money
and labor ac small as compared to the
grent eotorprises of modatn times. Tha
New River basin In the southern part

of the desert s rendered fortile hy oo--

casional overows of the Colorade Rive
¢r, aud In soma places, where the Indi-
ans bave baen able to lzrigatn, the soll
yialds wonderfelly, contining & large
percentage of mineral palts, Thoawount
of water careled by tho Coiorado River
wonid not probebly be aufSciant to AR
the dopressed desert basin and compen-
sabe for the great svaporation; but if
this wore flled with sea-water, the Cal-
orado wauld furnish means for irdgating
the surroucding conntry, aod 3o make it
one of the richest agticaltieal regions in
the world.

THE CROSSKEY BOYS.
¥ TWO PARTE.—FART X,

§ yet the young wife falt herself

to be almoat an Interloper, with
Charllo Forsyth ruling the culinary de-
parimant.  Her domestic talents were
thar hidden in & bapkin; peedls-work
had bren probiblted by her physiclan;
she had not the happlness to be devoutly
valigious, Sbe wan simply an idle, inex-
perienced girl, whe had mlstaken childish

http://www.hti.umich.edu/cgi/m/moajrnl/pageviewer?coll=moa&root=mm00012

prafazencs bt womanly love, left to her
owa nndisqliplined beart for guldance.
With firm Joyalty to her huaband, she
ngvar breathed Lo her iong letters 1o ber
feraily & word that could betray bor aolls
tary 2nd disappolnting Hfe, She wrote
of the wondross beauty of spring and
the perfection of the ¢lmate; of her
iocreasing botsnlcal collestion; of her
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