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Paiute, Prospectors, and Pioneers
In Pursuit of Salt and Trade Routes
Salt was the most sought-after of all trading goods and a pure salt crystallized around the shoreline of Owens Dry Lake-- back in the days when water filled the barren basin. Today, as you drive along Highway 395 between the southern valley towns of Olancha and Lone Pine, you can still see traces of the shoreline

In her younger days, Charlotte Bacoch would listen to her aunt tell stories about traveling to collect salt and the journey into the highest and harshest reaches of the Sierra.

I had a very close aunt, her name is Luella Sandoval She was just like a grandmother to me . She was the one that first told me the story about a long time ago how the people in the valley would gather things such as pine nuts, obsidian, salt down here in the Owens Lake. That’s when the water was full

Although she was a very young girl, Louella and her mother decided they would go on a trading trip to the other side of the mountain

She packed whatever she could carry and took her salt… when they were up in the mountains going through this pass there was a spot where you just had to go sideways—and you can imagine what a narrow ledge would mean to a young girl, but she went over it. 

When the young girl finally arrived at the trading camp, she looked over all the artwork, buckskin, baskets, and special food the people had brought to trade. But that wasn’t what she wanted.

… this big red blanket caught her eye. It was so pretty and soft. She … traded her salt for that blanket and came back … so proud of the blanket. I always remember that story.

Paiute elder Gerald Kane remembers tales his father and grandfather told that revealed how important trading was to the Paiute way of life.

The passes over the mountains were used frequently in the spring and summer time when they would travel to trade. And that was … a tradition that the Indian people always did in this valley.

Longer trips introduced young Paiutes to a world beyond the mountain walls.

They traveled quite a ways beyond Nevada on in to Idaho and Colorado and all those ways. When they did that they would take maybe five or six boys at a time and go over the mountains and they’d be gone for four or five years, but this was their learning process on how to meet other people, how to trade, how to get along with other people. 

Obsidian, another treasure from the earth, is found as scattered pieces of evidence that the Paiute people moved throughout the Sierra, clear up to one of the highest crossings, Taboose Pass. In five short miles, the path climbs over 6,000 vertical feet and sharp, shiny obsidian chips glint, from the sagebrush lowlands to the rocky mountain crest where the winds never cease. 

Distant tribes valued the glassy black rock, and obsidian for trading was found in the areas of volcanic unrest in Owens Valley, nearby mountains, and surrounding Mono Lake to the north. The Paiute would excavate the rock and then work it into razor sharp tools. They were keenly aware of the difference between high-grade obsidian and that of lesser quality. The ancient people who mined this excellent tool-making material, knew how to look for the type of obsidian they needed. Retired science teacher, Dennis Brackett, has made the study of the local geology a life long pursuit,

One unique thing about Obsidian is that it breaks in very predictable fashion. That it does sort of resemble the back of a sea shell. It has a curving patter and its really quite sharp. The people who used this were really the world’s first geologists. 

Today obsidian is the most prevalent type of artifact found in Owens Valley. With the help of technology, researchers piece can now together a picture of the movement of goods and the people that valued them and that is one reason why they are specially protected. It is against federal law to collect any artifacts, including obsidian projectile points, flakes, and all other material worked by prehistoric cultures.

For the native people, life changed greatly with the coming of the settlers. Some of the old ways were be altered but many found a way to endure.

Today Paiute people still venture into the high Sierra in the summer to relive the days of travel and trade, visit the hot springs, make camps and harvest pine nuts in the fall. 

If you are interested in discovering more about the Paiute and Shoshone cultures, there are several places to stop along Highway 395. The Paiute Shoshone Cultural Center, located in Bishop, is undergoing renovation. Information about the center reopening and printed information about the Paiute are available at the Bishop Tribal Office. Take Highway 168, West Line Street, then turn right at Tu Su Lane. The tribal complex is on the left. You will also find interpretive signs about the Paiute and Shoshone along the Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway at the Fossil Falls stop, 25 miles south of Olancha and at the Coso Junction Rest area, 17 miles south of Olancha. Both stops are on the east side of the highway. To see one of the largest collections of Owens Valley Paiute and Shoshone basketry, look for signs directing you to the Eastern California Museum as you travel through Independence. Please be advised that hours change seasonally. It is recommended that you call ahead. Travelers can call 760 878-0258 for the latest information.

We hope you have enjoyed discovering more about the first people of Owens Valley and that you will share your discovery with your friends and family.

