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Norm DeChambeau, curator of the Old Schoolhouse Museum in Lee Vining, is another descendent from pioneer stock.  His great grandfather came to Bodie in 1878 with plans to take part in the gold rush. His son, Louis Winslow DeChambeau, was more of a hermit than a miner, preferring to work with his hands in other ways. 
Norm DeChambeau 

“My grandfather didn’t like the mining business and he was a blacksmith, a millwright worker, and a carpenter and a cabinet maker by trade.”

DeChambeau left the mines and in 1906, bought a ranch near the north shore of Mono Lake for $2,000. There, he raised cattle and sheep, irrigated over 200 acres of grain, alfalfa and pasture, and provided farm products to the mining towns of Aurora, Bodie and Lundy. 

Depending on the season, Norm DeChambeau’s grandfather often took on more than one job to make ends meet.  One in particular, when he delivered mail on skis as a youth to snowbound communities, led to a life long passion.

Norm DeChambeau 
“So my grandfather decided that when he moved here to the ranch that he would, uh, make skis from then on, (And, uh, he sold them, the men’s skis for $8 a pair plus 50 cents or a dollar for the pole.  And that was huge money in them days.  And he ended up estimating between 500 to 1000 skis that he’d built in Mono Basin, (and) sold to the different people in here.”  

You can see a pair of DeChambeau’s hand-carved skis on display at the Mammoth Ski Museum and at Bodie State Historic Park.  

So who bought all those skis? For the miners and ranchers, they were one of the main sources of transportation in the wintertime.  For school children, deep winter snows in Bodie meant they could ski at recess, but it also meant constantly battling the bitter cold.  Even in summer, the average low temperatures rarely rise above freezing. 

During Bodie’s peak, over 300 cords a day of wood were burned just for mining operations, and that didn’t include cooking and heating. Since none of the buildings had insulation, people used their woodstoves all the time, leading to the worry that they’d run out of wood before they ran out of gold. When you consider that a cord of word measures 4x4x8 feet high, you begin to understand just how valuable a commodity it was.

Norm DeChambeau 

 “Actually in Bodie, it was bigger crime to steal somebody’s firewood than it was to kill somebody.  There’s one story it’s been floatin’ for years and years in Bodie where firewood kept disappearing so the husband of the family, he went and drilled holes into the firewood and put dynamite caps in it.  And, uh, this miner stole the firewood and took it and put it in his woodstove and it blew the cabin up.  He made it out, but he never stole any more firewood from that day on.” 

Although the miners were deadly serious about their gold and their firewood, they did have a sense of humor. To the northwest of Mono Lake, deep within Lundy Canyon, sit the remnants of the May Lundy Mine – once, a thriving town back in 1879.  Linda LaPierre, a longtime resident of the Sierra, shares a humorous story about one of the town’s distinctive and clever characters, Hillus Parrot.

Linda LaPierre 

“(Hillus) wanted to move his outhouse so (young people would come up and) he would tell them about the buried gold and he said he had heard it was right over there.  It was actually where he wanted the new outhouse, so he’d have these young guys, and they’d dig and dig and dig and dig and he’d say, “Oh, I’m so sorry you guys didn’t find (the buried gold)...” and that’d be where his new outhouse was.”

Although the May Lundy mine closed long ago, mining companies continue to explore for minerals on a smaller scale, and ranching is still a part of the eastern Sierra economy in the wide-open and pastoral valleys of the Mono Basin.

 But the Sierra Nevada has always offered opportunities for work and play.  Many of the outdoor sports we enjoy today, such as skiing, mountaineering, and fishing, were once daily necessities of life for Native Americans and pioneers alike.  Our last stories will explore how some of those survival skills of yesteryear, have contributed to a legacy of recreation that continues to attract people from all over the world to this landscape of remarkable contrasts.
