Hydrology Before Human Settlement
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Rivers flowing into the southern San Joaquin
Valley filled three lakes. Of these, Tulare Lake
was the largest freshwater body west of
the Mississippi River. It covered over
500 square miles.

This amount of water flowing freely to the
Pacific Ocean or to interior saline lakes is
difficult to imagine today. Because of human
settlement and water diversions to fields
and cities, less than 10 percent of the original
wetlands and lakes shown on this map
remain today.

Lake
Estimated natural shorelines.
Freshwater Marsh
Land flooded each year; plants include tule reeds,
cattails, and others adapted to standing water.
Riparian Forest
Land covered by forests of broadleaf trees that lose their
leaves each fall. These trees grow on the banks of rivers
and streams, and in low-lying bottomlands.
Coastal Brackish Marsh
Land flooded alternately by both
salt water and fresh water.
Coastal Salt Marsh
Land between the highest and lowest tide range
(intertidal zone) that alternates between periods of
flooding and periods of drying. This includes
protected shallow bays, estuaries, and lagoons. Plants
that can absorb salt water are the most common.
Saline and Alkaline Lands
Sinks and basin rim lands characterized by
intermittent water high in mineral content.
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Spring rains and melting snow once flooded

