








The flooding was exacerbated by warm rains that
caused an unusual December melting of the snow
pack in the Sierra Nevadas. This prompted noted
California naturalist and Sierra Club founder John
Muir CO commem, "The Sierra Rivers are flooded
every spring by the melting of rhe snow as regularly
as the famous old Nile. Strange to say, rhe greatest
floods occur in wimer, when one would suppose all
the wild waters would be muffled and chained in
frost and snow ... But at rare imervals, warm rains
and warm winds invade the moumains and push
back the snow line from 2,1XXl to 8,IXXl, or even
higher, and then come the big floods."

Newly elected Governor
Leland Stanford, California's
eighth governor, traveled to
his own inauguration ceremony
in a rowboat.

The state Legislature rerurned from its wimer
recess in early January-several weeks into the
heavy rainfall-and was in session on Inauguration
Day, January 10, 1862, when another levee broke
on the Sacramemo River. The evem raised the
flood level to a full 24 feet. Newly elected Governor
Leland Stanford, California's eighth governor, trav­
eled to his own inauguration ceremony in a row~

boat. Newspaper accounts of the day were dramatic,
and on January 13, the Sacramenco Union reported,
"Continuous rains and melting snows in the moun~

tains have brought disaster and destruction upon
those valleys and cities of California which have
been the chief pride of the state."

William Brewer, a geologist from Yale University,
was in Sacramemo during the start of the storms in
December. On January 19, 1862, he reported, "The
great Central Valley of the state is under water-the
Sacramemo and San Joaquin valleys-a region
250 to 300 miles long and an average of at least
20 miles wide, a district of 5,IXXl or 6,IXXl square
miles, or probably three to three and a half million
acres! Although much of it is not cultivated, yet a
part of it is the garden of the state. Thousands of
farms are emirely under water-<attle starving and
drowning. Benevolent societies are active, boats
have been sem up, and thousands are fleeing to
[San Francisco]. There have been some of the most
stupendous charities I have ever seen ... A week
ago today news came down by steamer of a worse
condition at Sacramemo than was anticipated. The
news came at 9 o'clock at night. Men went to work,
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and before daylight tons of provisions were ready­
11,000 pounds of ham alone were cooked. Before
night twO steamers, with over 30 tons of cooked
and prepared provisions, 22 tons of clothing, several
thousand dollars in money, and boats with crews,
etc., were underway for the devastated city."

High Costs
Early American settlers in the 5ama Ana Val~

ley in modern-day Orange County laughed at the
Spanish rancheros for building their homes in the
hills, away from the valley and water. After 20
people drowned in the 1861-1862 flood, the settlers
laughed no more.

Ruminating on the actual cost of the damage
that resulted from the great flood of 1862, Brew­
er noted, "The floods have still more deranged
finances and make some action imperative. The
actual loss of taxable property will amount to

probably ten or fifteen millions, some believe twice
that, but I think not even the latter sum. I suppose
the actual loss in all kinds of property, personal
and real, will rank anywhere between fifty and a
hundred million dollars, surely a calamity of no
common magnitude!"

In today's dollars, the $50 million to $100 million
figure translates into $1 billion to $2 billion. Taking
into accoum the fact that the tax base was expected
to be cut by over 30 percent, the losses would be
considerably more tragic if the same storm were to

occur today, given the massive influx of people into
the state since the 1860s; the 1860 census counted
380,000 individuals in California, compared with
a 2005 estimate of more 36 million. The statewide
damage estimate of the flooding of December 2005­
January 2006 exceeded $500 million.

Although memories of this storm are all but lost
to the history books, we continue to look to our
past for knowledge. In light of the failure of the
levees in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina
in August-September 2005, much scrutiny is being
given to the aging levee system in California. Fol~

lowing the 2005-2006 flooding in California, Gov­
ernor Arnold Schwanenegger asked Congress for
over $1 billion in aid to shore up the levees in the
state, an expenditure voters approved as part of a $4
billion st3rewide iniriative to address infrastructure
problems in California. Even a rainfall event that
saw totals only half of those recorded in January
1862 would inundate huge populated areas in the
Golden State. rzJ
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