
















































































year, the company built two more cottages in the same vicinity, as well as a fully
equipped recreation hall and clubhouse complete with four bedrooms, kitchen, and
living room (Sierras Service Bulletin 1929:4; Nevada-California Electric Corporation
1936:Drawing #411-107; Southern Sierras Power Company 1927:Drawing #411-64).

In the 1930s, as the controversy with Los Angeles intensified, Southern Sierras
Power Company realized the need to streamline its plant operation at Rush Creek.
In 1934, the company installed equipment to convert the plant into a one-man
operation (Halpenny 1935:1). The emphasis after 1934 was continued consolidation
and scaling down of the Rush Creek facility.

At Lee Vining Creek in the 1920s, Southern Sierras Power Company found time
to celebrate its past accomplishments while continuing to work and plan for
improvements. In 1925, after the death of Chief Engineer Charles Oscar Poole who
had worked extensively on the designs of the Lee Vining No. 1 plant, Southern
Sierras Power Company's Board of Directors adopted a resolution renaming the No.
1 Service Bulletin 1925a:3, 1925b:2). A ceremony was
held in October, 1925, when the directors placed a bronze plaque at the plant, com­
memorating Poole's 2o-year association with what was then the Nevada-California
Electric Corporation and its subsidiary, Southern Sierras Power Company (Sierras
Service Bulletin 1926:2). The Poole Plant, "The sign manual of an indomitable
conqueror of the obstacles and reluctances of mass, distance and altitude," was seen
as one of the greatest accomplishments of the Southern Sierras Power Company to
date (Sierras Service Bulletin 1925:2).

While Southern Sierras Power Company was proud of its accomplishments, it
was still working hard to improve the Lee Vining development. In 1925, a spillway
was added to Saddlebag dam, and the dam was raised another three feet (Dolson
1926:11; Waugh 1926:16). Improvements continued in 1927 when Rhinedollar dam
was raised an additional six feet (Sierras Service Bulletin 1928:2). In October 1929,
Tioga dam was finally completed. The March 1929 edition of the Sierras Service
Bulletin described the newly completed Tioga dam as follows:

The dam is 231 feet long and 25 feet high, of rock fill timber face type
of construction, and provides storage of 1386 acre feet, an increase of
1020 acre feet over the former capacity of the reservoir. An auxiliary
dam was also erected, a single arch reinforced concrete structure 52
feet long and 20 feet high [Sierras Service Bulletin 1929:4].

With completion of Tioga dam, the production of the Poole Plant increased by
approximately 1,289,280 kilowatt-hours.

In the late 1930s, Southern Sierras Power Company. (and later, other power
companies) made few improvements to the Lee Vining Creek plants. The fate of
Lee Vining Creek developments, like that of the Rush Creek plant, was determined
largely by circumstances surrounding the controversy between Los Angeles and
Southern Sierras Power Company.

Los Angeles Controversy

The dispute between the City of Los Angeles and Southern Sierras Power
Company involving the Rush and Lee Vining creeks power plants had its roots in an
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earlier conflict between the city and other power companies over a different power
plant location. The entire problem ..be~I1.l!!-.~he first decade of the twentieth
century, when Los Angeles' Municipal Water System's chief engineer, William
Mulholland, began investigating the Owens River as a possible source for a
25D-mile-Iong aqueduct to Los Angeles. As could be expected, local Mono County
farmers and power companies were not pleased with Mulholland's ambitious plans
for "their water." Nevertheless, in 1906, the U.S. Congress, with complete support
of President Theodore Roosevelt, passed a bill "authorizing the purchase by the ci ty
of Los Angeles of certain government lands in Owens Valley as need as
rights-of-way for the Aqueduct and as storage reservoirs" (Kinsey 1928:11). Seven
years later, at a cost of $24,600,000, the Los Angeles Aqueduct was completed.
stretching 233-1/4 miles with 60 miles of open canals, 97 miles of concrete
conduits, 43 miles of tunnels, and 12 miles of siphons (Chalfant 1933:374). In less
than ten years the City of Los Angeles had become the most influential force in the
sjD,lggle to develop the hydra':!lic resources of-MonoCc>1.lIlty.

From the start, two Mono County power companies objected strongly to Los
Angeles' presence in Mono County and to the city's desire to control the power
sources of the region. Controlled by Oakland banker Edson F. Adams, the Owens
River Water and Power Company (incorporated in 1903 to develop power sites on
Owens River) and the Mono Power Company (incorporated in 1906 to build plants on
the sites) secured valuable land and water rights in the Owens River Valley. In 1912,
an open conflict erupted between the Mono Power Company and the City of Los
Angeles after the company sued to condemn three power plantsites on Owens River.
(;e.otter~3~1~1:20.2l.-

Seven years later, Mono Power Company's suit was still pending, and Adams
began looking for a way to rid himself of what were now costly and controversial
holdings in the Owens River Valley. Adams tried first to market his holdings to Los
Angeles. He entered an agreement with Fred Eaton, a former Los Angeles mayor,
who for a commission of $50,000 was supposed to put through a sale of Adams'
holdings to Los Angeles. Eaton was unable to complete the deal as planned and
Adams was left holding the power sites (Chalfant 1933:376; Potter 1934-1941:209).

Rejected by Los Angeles, Adams decided to try to interest a Mono County
power company in the purchase of his Owens River holdings-none other than
Southern Sierras Power Company. In need of more sources of power for its southern
California market~ Southern Sierras Power Company acquired in December l2.l2o.-a
6Q-day option to buy Adams' holdings. On February 4, 1920, Southern Sierras Power
Company took up the option and purchased Adams' Owens River holdings (Chalfant
1933:376-7; Potter 1934-1941:209).

When the City of Los Angeles got wind of the pending take-over of Adams'
holdings by Southern Sierras Power Company, it tried desperately to prevent the
sale to a company which had the resources to actually develop the power sites.'
Instead of making efforts to purchase Adams' holdings directly, the City of Los
Angeles tried to sue to condemn the holdings of Mono County Power Company.
before the sale to Southern Sierras Power Company could take place. The city
dispatched a special messenger to Bridgeport, the Mono County seat, to file the suit,
but before the messenger could reach the courthouse, Southern Sierras Power
Company, fully aware' of Los Angeles' plan, recorded its deed of sale. thereby
becoming legal owner of the disputed properties. Foiled in its attempt to prevent
the sale, Los Angeles brought suit against Southern Sierras Power Company. This
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time the suit was to be heard in the U.S. Federal Court in Oakland (Chalfant
1933:376-7; Potter 1934-1941:210).

-1:::.....:.,:'.;., ... '.-

Over the next five years, as Los Angeles worked to take control of the
holdings it had once rejected, Southern Sierras Power Company began developing
power plants in the Owens River Gorge. The first plant, Adams Auxiliary Plant, was
completed in February 1921, augmenting the company's generating capacity by
3,750 horsepower (Nevada-California Electric Corporation Bulletin 1922:5). Three
years later a second plant, the Adams Main Plant, was completed immediately below
the first, operating under a 235-foot head with a capacity of 7,500 horsepower and
(Dolson 1925:11). The development of these two plants by Southern Sierras Power
Company effectively increased the value of the properties that the City of Los
Angeles was now trying desperately to obtain.

While Southern Sierras Power Company's construction crews were busy
building the Owens River Gorge plants, the company's attorneys were occupied by
the legal battle with the City of Los Angeles. In 1921, the lawsuit in U.S. Federal
Court came to trial, resulting in a judgement in favor of the City of Los Angeles and
a price of $525,000 set for the purchase of Southern Sierras Power Company's
Owens River holdings (Chalfant 1933:378). Southern Sierras Power Company
immediately took the case to the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals, which in 1922 set
the former verdict aside, denying Los Angeles' right to condemn. According to the
higher court's decision, "the laws of California do not permit any municipality,
however large and powerful, to divert to its own use hydro-electric power, resources'
or developments dedicated to, and in the active service of other municipalities,
although such service may be rendered by privately owned utilities" (Potter
1934-41:239). In 1923, the City of Los Angeles tried to take the case a step
further-to the U.S. Supreme Court-but the Court refused to hear it, supporting
the lower court's decision. The City of Los Angeles would have to find a way other
than condemnation to take over the Owens River holdings (Chalfant 1933:378;
Sierras Service Bulletin 1923a:2).

After the Supreme Court ruling, Los Angeles made no attempt to take control
of the Owens River properties until 1930, when the city decided to try to obtain a
large selection of Mono County lands and water rights, including not only the Owens
River holdings but portions of the Rush and Lee Vining creeks developments. The
plan was to build, among other things, a conduit from Lee Vining Creek to Silver
Lake, and a dam at Silver Lake just below the Rush Creek plant. In order to
complete the developments, Los Angeles needed to obtain certain lands and water
rights at Rush and Lee Vining creeks. To finance these developments, the City of
Los Angeles held an election in which the voters approved a $38,800,000 bond issue
for improvements and new purchases, including $7,000,000 for the purchase of lands
and water rights in Mono Basin (Chalfant 1933:379; Sierras Service Bulletin 1930:1).

Despite approval of the bond issue and the decision of the Supreme Court, the
City of Los Angeles still refused to purchase the Mono Basin properties directly, and
again brought a condemnation suit against Southern Sierras Power Company.• In an
interesting countermove, Southern Sierras Power Company organized the California
Municipal Water Supply Company to compete directly with Los Angeles by
conveying Mono Basin waters to southern California cities outside of Los Angeles
(Chalfant 1933:379). This final move proved to be just what Los Angeles needed to
be brought into action. In OctobeI:.~_3-~ the City of Los Angeles finally signed a
contract to purchase from-soiithern Sierras Power Company and other associa ted
companies certain Owens River, fish Slough, Hi1lside~_Mi11 Creek, Lee Vining Creek,--- _- .;..~., ..;~ .•.'..".~_--.~., ------.... :::.'::'~~~";'~
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Rush Creek, Parker Creek, and Walker Creek lan~nd water right~l!!Jny':~jlpd
Mono counties, as well as the two Owens River Gorge pIa,!!.ts -fOr--s&;T40,OOO [City of
ros Angeles 1933).''------------------- ' .

The sale of these properties in Mono Basin to the City of Los Angeles was to
have a significant impact on Southern Sierras Power Company's Rush and Lee Vining
developments. At. Rush Creek, Soutll~!!!._S..ie!!~~-:po\VerComp~pysold. to Lo§_AngeJe..§
~ll of its water rights exceptthose,aLoL,aO'O,Y~Lthe.--Rusb--Cre..eJc.powerhousewhich
wereus-e-a-iil'geIlerating electricity at the plant. The ,city agreed to allow the power
company to store water in its reservoirs .from one seasoJ.:Lt~:L!he next, provided the
amount did not e~ceed__[iY-e._percenL_of the total reservoirs' capacities. With no
rights to"'waters -below-the' Rush--Creek'" powetho'iise;""S"ouffiern SIerras Power
Company would have to limit any additions to the Rush Creek facility to the area
above the powerhouse (Los Angeles, City of 1933:31).

The impact of the Los Angeles sale was more profound where Lee Vining
Creek developments were concerned. The City of Los Angeles purchased all of
Southern Sierras Power Company's water rights at or above the Lee Vining No. 1
power plant, except those waters used for hydroelectric power generation at the No.
1 plant. No exception was made for the Lee Vining No.3 plant located below the
No.1 plant. The city agreed to permit the storage of waters in reservoirs from oile
season to the next with the same fiYe percent limit as at Rush Creek. Southern
Sierras Power Company was to be allowed contiiiued use of the waters of Lee Vining
Creek to generate power at the Lee Vining No.3 plant for the following three years,
or until the city began diversion of water froIll__J!le .,creek (Los Angeles, City of
1933:20-22). ~"---' .- .., ~__-.J

As it turned out, the Lee Vining No.3 plant continued to operate using the
waters of Lee Vining Creek until ..l~4,Q-seven years longer than agreed (Wills
1940:Letter). During the seven 'yeari,'plans were made to convert the powerhouse
to a substation and to use its hydroelectric generating equipment at another
powerhouse. The decision of Southern Sierras Power Company to sell Lee Vining
Creek water rights to Los Angeles proved to be a .fateful one for its ~o.~ 3
nnw1erh e _. / -r~ -. -"'" ~
~~us. I },j,' ('-',Je t.:'" 7<:;.,. ';"'T.~''':;' _. J:jiSHOf'!' '_J<.

Loss of Imperial m:td Coachella Valleys Markets

The loss of the Imperial and Coachella valleys markets by Southern Sierras
Power Company was a regrettable turn of events. The first sign of trouble began in
1935 when the Imperial Irrigation District, since 1906 the supplier of water to
Imperial Valley farmers, decided to enter the utility business. Southern Sierras
Power Company, which had been operating in the valley for years, could not help but
see this move as a serious threat to its market. By 1936, the Imperial Irrigation
District had secured a one-percent interest rate Federal Rural Electrification loan,
built a 7,SOo-kilowatt diesel plant in Brawley, and was providing electric service to
a few customers. Throughout 1936, Southern Sierras Power Company fought
aggressively to keep its Imperial Valley customers from switching to the district's
service-it seemed with some success (Myers 1983:133-134).

In 1937., either due to problems in Imperial Valley or for other reasons,
Southern Sierras Power Company came under direct ownership of Nevada-California
Electric Corporation-of whith it had long been a subsidiary-and the latter
corporation proceeded to take up the fight against the, Imperial Irrigation District.
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The conflict between the district and the power company intensified throughout the
year, despite repeated offers from the company to submit the matter to mediation.
With additional loans from the federal government, the Imperial Irrigation District
began work on a 9,60o-kilowatt hydroelectric generating plant on the All-American
Canal, and on a 60o-mile extension of rural lines in Imperial Valley. In spite of
these developments, Nevada-California Electric Corporation continued to maintain
a sizable share of the Imperial Valley market throughout 1937 (Myers' 1983:134;
Nevada-California Electric Corporation 1938:14-15).

From 1938 to 1941, Nevada-California Electric Corporation held its own
against the Imperial Irrigation District. During this period, the district completed
its line work and began concentrating efforts on .the acquisition of new customers.
The power company, meanwhile, seemed content with about 65% of connected
meters in March 1940 as had been connected in November 1938. The two concerns
seemed at a stalemate, with neither one side or the other- taking total control of the
market-yet neither side willing to abandon its claim to the Imperial Valley market
(Myers 1983:136-137).

By .....l2!J.... Nevada-California Electric Corporation had become California
Electric Power Company, and the new company took up the struggle against me

Impetfiil IrrigationD1Strict. However, the controversy was about to come to an
end. In 1943, California Electric Power Company gave up the fight and sold its
Imperial and Coachella valleys system to the Imperial Irrigation District. As part of
the agreement, the district agreed not to invade the California Electric Power
Company's market outside the area sold (Myers 1983:137).

The loss of the Imperial and Coachella valleys market brought an end to a
period in which the need for additional sources of power triggered new developments
at Rush and Lee Vining creeks. California Electric Power Company would no longer
be faced with the pressing needs which had driven Southern Sierras Power Company
to begin construction of a new hydroelectric facility even before the former one was
completed. At the same time, California Electric Power Company would no longer
benefit from the ready, lucrative market that Imperial and Coachella valleys had
once been for Southern Sierras Power Company.
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CHAPTER 6

CONSOLIDATION AND MERGER: 1943-PRESENT

In the years following 1943, the power plants at Rush and Lee Vining creeks
continued to operate and to see improvement, but their history was largely
overshadowed by events taking place in the corporate world of California Electric

, Power Company. In the 1940s and 1950s, California Electric Power Company, or
"Calectric" as company employees called it, gradually sold off bits and pieces of the
old Nevada-California Electric Corporation system in an effort to consolidate its
holdings and concentrate on servicing its customers. In 1964, Calectric merged into
Southern California Edison Company, which further streamlined the old
Nevada-California Electric Corporation system. Throughout this period, Rush and
Lee Vining creeks power plants continued to be a vital part of both companies'
systems, and numerous improvements were made to the plants, increasing their
overall efficiency.

The sale of the Imperial and Coachella valleys service area in 1943 was the
first of a series of sales by California Electric Power Company over the next two
decades that signalled the break-up of the old system. In April 1948, Calectric sold
off its Yuma utility service to the Arizona Edison Company, which in turn sold it to
the Arizona Public Service a year later (Myers 1983:137). In 1954, Calectric sold its
Interstate Telegraphy Company subsidiary to the newly incorporated California
Interstate Telephone Company, which began independent operations in March of that
year (Anonymous 1964:n.p.). Two years later, Calectric abandoned the Imperial
Valley ice plants, retained after the sale of the power system to the Imperial
Irrigation District. Finally, in 1960, Calectric sold its northwestern Baja California
service territory to the Mexican government's Commision Federal de' Electricidad
(Myers 1983:137).

In the years after World War II, even though a sizable portion of its service
area had been sold, Calectric was struggling to find ways to meet consumer demands
due to the rapidly. growing California population. The company felt that there were
no streams capable of supporting hydroelectric development within its production
area (Electrical West 1962:n.p.). Thus, Calectric was forced to enter contracts with
other utility companies for the purchase of additional power at great expense. In
the 1950s, to help improve its service, the company launched a steam-plant building
program in southern California. In addition to steam plants, Calectric constructed
new transmission lines which ran to Crowley Lake (1951), the Hot Creek Hatchery
(1952-53), and Mammoth Mountain Resort area (1957) (Anonymous [1961]:46).

By the 1960s, Calectric had gone through considerable changes from its old
Nevada-California Electric Corporation days. As of 1962, the company was
operating 8,129 miles of transmission and distribution lines, 262 substations, and
serviced an area of approximately 52,203 square miles. The company had divided
this system into 13 separate districts, and had operating revenues of $36,298,977 and
assets of $175 million (Electrical West 1962). When Southern California Edison
Company and Calectric came together in 1964, the merger was one of the largest,
most complex ever to take place (Myers 1983:207).

39





Under Southern California Edison Company, the old Nevada-California
Electric Corporation was further dismantled, as the company consolidated its
holdings and broadened its service area. J.!L..l..2.P.t Southern California Edison
Company sold the old Nevada service area to Sierra Pacific Power Company (Myers
1983:138). This sale meant that the area which once sparked the original
developments at Rush and Lee Vining creeks was no longer a part of the power
system. Regardless, the sale proved to be a wise decision by Southern California
Edison Company, which was able in the 1970s and 1980s to increase its consumers
while operating in a service area smaller than that of Calectric in the 1960s. By
1983, Southern California Edison Company was the third largest investor-owned
utility in the United States, providing service to a population of more than nine
million people in an area measuring 50,000 square miles and encompassing all or part
of 14 central and southern California counties (Myers 1983:8).

Throughout the years that Calectric controlled the Rush and Lee Vining Creek
plants, the company continued to operate and, in many cases, to improve the
system. At Rush Creek, only minor repairs and changes were made to the plant,
which continued to run efficiently, producing 10,000 kilowatts. At the Lee Vining
Creek plants more significant changes took place. In 1943, the power generating
equipment was finally removed from the Lee Vining No. 3 plant, which was then
converted into a substation (Wills 1940:letter).

.In 1952, 13 of the 17 steel impulse buckets of the Poole plant's impulse
turbines were r.e.pla~ in a little over a month's time at a cost of $30,000 (Edwards
n.d.:3O-32).JJLJ!~, the intake chamber of Saddlebag dam was partially
reconstructed and repaired (California Electric Power Company 1953:Drawing
#363-11). In the 23 years that Calectric employees operated the Rush and Lee
Vining creeks plants and substation, they worked hard to maintain efficiency and
improved the overall system.

When Southern California Edison Company took control of the Rush and Lee
Vining developments in 1964, the company continued efforts to make the plants
more efficient. Numerous changes were made, particularly to the Rush Creek plant,
developing additional plant capacity and energy. In 1983, Southern California Edison
Company initiated a project to replace one of the two old turbines (Unit 1) at the
Rush Creek plant with a new two-jet horizontal shaft impulse turbine of modern
design (Maurel 1983:2). This project was approved, and plans were made to \\.I

complete the work by 1986 (SCE 1983)._InJ9,~ 12 feet of the outlet pipe at Rush 1-- v, '.
Creek Meadows Reservoir broke loose~~,!~~=!~pJE.f~.QJ~.cE 1985:~.). Southern /j'~\Y
California Edison Company continued to maintain the same high standards for the
Rush and Lee Vining plants and substation as had Calectric before them.

Conclusion

As can been seen by this overview, the history of several hydroelectric
generating plants located in the upper reaches of the eastern Sierra Nevada
Mountains at Rush and Lee Vining creeks must be considered significant. The
construction and engineering of the plants was representative of high-head
hydroelectric projects in California. From the early struggle of James Stuart CJ;Jin
and Delos Allen Chappell to capitalize and develop tb~:t1uldI:~lUll~J:~Q~.9f-ihe
Moae--Basin·area,.. developments at Rush and Lee Vining creeks have been atthe
forefront of local and regional history. Through the years, the plants' developments
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have been connected with events in the mining districts of Nevada, with agricultural
developments in Imperial and Coachella valleys, and with the City of Los Angeles'
fight to provide water for its residents.
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