
Enhanced scan from The California Water Atlas, 1979.
Special thanks for permission to use
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Cartography Team Director.

Lake
Estimated natural shorelines.

Freshwater Marsh
Land �ooded 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 �ooded 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 
�ooding 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.

Hydrology is the movement, distribution,  

and quality of water.  This map shows the 

natural hydrology in California that existed for 

millions of years before humans arrived.  

Spring rains and melting snow once flooded 

the Central Valley well into summer.  The 

meandering Sacramento and San Joaquin 

Rivers would overflow to form an enormous 

seasonal swamp, four million acres in size.  

In this wilderness of tall grass and riparian 

(streamside) forest roamed grizzly bears, Tule 

elk, beaver, turtles, resident and migratory birds, 

and billions of insects! 

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.  

Over 200,000 acres of marshes once 

surrounded San Francisco Bay.  The delta 

marshlands connected the bay with flooding 

rivers in the Central Valley.  This giant wetland 

area supported enormous populations  

of salmon, smelt, steelhead, lamprey and  

other fish.

East of the Sierra Nevada, a large river drained 

south into Owens Lake.  Rivers flowing out of the 

Southern California mountains once flooded the 

coastal plain.  There were many coastal marshes 

between Morro Bay and San Diego.

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.
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Hydrology Before Human Settlement
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