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Paiute, Prospectors, and Pioneers
Native American Trade Routes

Scattered in the sage and sand along Highway 395, are some of the most colorful stories in the history of California: from the journey of a young Paiute girl into a stark world of ice and rock to Carson and Colorado to a risky ride in an ore bucket over an entire mountain range, to the railroad with regular, unscheduled, skinny dipping stops--many an improbable character has added a one-of-a kind chapter to tales of the American west.

Welcome to the Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway. As you travel Highway 395 between Little Lake in southern Inyo County and Topaz Lake in Mono County, at the Nevada state line, we invite you to discover the adventurous ways people moved through a frontier like no other. The voices you will hear belong to folk who live in the towns along the Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway, people who have made this land their home—many for generations. Along the Byway you will see signs for scenic turnouts and interpretive displays, and you will pass four different tribal lands. 

For the next half hour or so we will take you along on the travels of Paiute tribes, bring to life the era of mining camps and mule teams, and go back in time to and discover how the Carson and Colorado Railroad found its way to into Inyo and Mono counties.

At the center stage are Owens Valley, River, and Lake. Once the quiet realm of the Paiute tribes, this secluded land would later team with prospectors, mule skinners, bullet holes, and boomtowns. The west wall of Owens Valley is formed by the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The great granite wall rises two vertical miles above the valley floor and runs for 400 miles along the California border. To the east of Owens Valley are the silent and stoic desert ranges: the Coso, Inyo, and White Mountains. Presiding over the southern end of the valley, Mount Whitney lays claim to the title of highest mountain in the lower 48 states. The town of Bishop, one of the first settlements in Owens Valley, sits at the northern end, about a forty-five minute drive from Mammoth Lakes. It is indeed a land of contrast and drama.

But now that the stage is set, it is time for the stories to begin.

Track 1
For more than ten thousand years people have lived in the Eastern Sierra. But the faint traces of their lives left upon the land leave many questions unanswered. Your listening to native Paiute music featuring three traditional instruments clapper, flute and rattle. Over the generations, Paiute and Shoshone storytellers have handed down stories helping to give insight into the lives the people who lived here in Owens Valley before the settlers came to the region.

Although much of their native land in the Valley is arid, Paiute people found a natural garden and hunting grounds along its creeks and waterways. Today, elders from Owens Valley tribes recall the stories their parents and grandparents told of the ways of the native people--who lived so close to the land. Some of the recollections reveal a time in which the Paiute began to adapt to the changes that came with the arrival of settlers, including the introduction of new game birds like pheasant and new species of fish such as golden and rainbow trout.

Donna Duckey, an elder from the Big Pine Paiute tribe, recalls that the valley provided many varieties of food for the native people.

The Owens Valley Indians had their fish right here. They had deer. They had their own rabbits. There was pheasant, quail, everything-- it was so plentiful right here that they didn’t have to travel the distance that a lot of tribes had …to go and get their food that they ate. I remember the water cress gathering ... wild onions they gathered… the only thing they had to travel for was actually pine nuts.

Traditional food sources, such as the Pinyon Pine, with their plump, nutritious seeds (commonly called nuts), flourished in the dry climate and rocky soil. Today these pine trees still rise tenaciously from lower slopes of the mountains upward toward the skyline, on either side of the valley. The nuts could be stored for the winters and cached in years of abundance. The Paiute people also irrigated natural grasslands scattered about the valley and hills, and then harvested the seed crops, adding to the foods that sustained them. 

Journeys were made to gather medicinal plants and to visit sacred hot springs with the power to heal. Many stories of old intertwine with the hot springs found along the Eastern Sierra faults, or breaks, in the earth’s crust. In our next story Dorothy Stewart, an elder from Big Pine, remembers the Paiute legend describing how numerous hot springs, scattered around Owens Valley, came to be.

Track 2
Have you ever wondered why the hot springs are found in some places and not in others? Scientists explain that these bubbling geothermal ponds are caused when water seeps into the earth’s super-heated interior. But Dorothy Stewart, an elder from the Big Pine tribe , remembers learning the Paiute legend of the origin of the hot springs.

… the story was that there was a snake and he stole the water from the springs, he held the water in his mouth and he wouldn’t give it back. But he had a girlfriend that tickled him on his belly and made him want to laugh and he spit the water out and the water landed in these different places along the foothills and that’s where the springs developed.

The favorite of many tribes was the Coso Hot Springs and tribal families from near and far often stayed at there for months at a time. Big Pine Paiute elder, Charlotte Bacoch describes the abiding love the Paiute had for all hot springs:

those places are like our sacred places; we go there for prayer, we go there for healing and we go there also for cleansing. 

The recollections of many local families include descriptions of families traveling by buckboard to the Coso springs where medicine was gathered and ceremonies took place. 

Before the coming of the settlers and prospectors, the Paiute also harvested minerals, becoming in essence the first miners in a land known for its mineral wealth. As you will soon find out, these were some of the most important commodities for trading with neighboring tribes.

Track 3
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.

