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Our infrastructural systems tell a story of who we are as a society or even a civilization, one that’s about the 

relationship we have with one another and the planet that’s our home.

							       - Deb Chachra

In 1977, celebrated California journalist Joan Didion wrote an essay entitled Holy Water, in which she 

marvels at the intricacies of water management in California, describing her interest in California waterworks 

as obsessive: “Not many people I know,” she writes, “carry their end of the conversation when I want to talk 

about water deliveries, even when I stress that these deliveries affect their lives, indirectly, every day.” 

Didion goes on to state, “As it happens my own reverence for water has always taken the form of this 

constant meditation upon where the water is, of an obsessive interest not in the politics of water but in the 

waterworks themselves, in the movement of water through aqueducts and siphons and pumps and forebays 

and afterbays and weirs and drains, in plumbing on the grand scale.”

I first read this essay twenty-some years ago, and it was to this essay my mind first returned when I was 
approached with the idea for an exhibition in partnership with the El Dorado Irrigation District (EID). Our lives, 

our communities, our economies depend on successful management of natural resources. I recalled the 

poetry that Didion was able to see imbedded in California’s intricate system of waterways. I hoped to find a 
way to bring some of this poetry to the visual material that would comprise our exhibition.

Looking at the history of infrastructure, in this case water management, provides us with a different lens for 

understanding ourselves, our dependency on natural resources, and our shifting values as a community. In 

planning this exhibition, our curatorial team has taken inspiration from engineering scholar Deb Chachra and 

her book How Infrastructure Works: Inside the Systems that Shape Our World when she states: 

“Infrastructure is inextricable from culture, woven as it is into our daily life as well as our history, politics, civic 

life, and our visions for our families and our communities.”
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To explore this idea, EID invited us to select images from their extensive photographic archive. The 

exhibition includes photographs dating back to the early 20th century, as communities continued to shift 

following the California Gold Rush, through to the present day. Many of the photographs on display are 

black and white, exquisitely composed by unknown photographers, and sit squarely at a pivotal moment in 

the history of photography. During the first half of the 20th century, photographers such as Lewis Hine and 
Margaret Bourke-White documented the changing industrial landscape of the United States. Just as in their 

celebrated photographs, the images included in Water Ways expose the beauty in the mechanical, and the 

engaging contrast between industrial and organic forms.

While examining how El Dorado County’s waterways intersect with our communities and cultures, we must 

acknowledge that indigenous communities had been managing and stewarding natural waterways long 

before California Gold Rush migrants rushed to the area and began to claim water rights as their own. We 

must then acknowledge, as Chachra poignantly says, that “It’s impossible to extricate infrastructure from a 

larger history of conquest, colonialism, and capitalism [...].” To ignore this chapter of our regional history and 

the development of the infrastructure we continue to rely on today would be negligent.

Many of the reservoirs that are still in use for agricultural irrigation and drinking water began as 

privately-owned water sources; they served as ill-gotten business ventures for a select few who hadn’t 

prospered in their hunt for gold and saw opportunity in other natural resources. What began as private 

enterprise eventually fell under the purview of a public agency committed to ensuring a secure water supply 

and supporting the growth of an agricultural economy. In 1925, El Dorado County residents voted to form 

El Dorado Irrigation District.

EID continues their dedication to providing clean water originating in the high Sierra. Their water 

management continues to help shape economic, ecological, and cultural aspects of El Dorado County. 

Agriculture remains an economic cornerstone. The outdoor recreation opportunities that EID fosters still 

attract visitors and new residents. The story of EID is the story of us, it’s a story of change, and it’s a story of 

throughlines.

We acknowledge and honor the original stewards of this land, the communities of Nisenan and Miwok people who 

thrived and continue to thrive here. We honor their stories and ongoing contributions to our communities.

Marya Osucha

Exhibition Co-Curator
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1927 - Purchased El Dorado Water Corporation’s storage and distribution system, which included key 

facilities and infrastructure such as the Weber Reservoir.

1930 - Acquired supplemental water from the Diamond Ridge ditch system, but the supply was subject 

to ߕuctuating stream ߕows. During this same time, initial plans for a reservoir at Sly Park were proposed 
but initially rejected. 

1940 - The United States Bureau of Reclamation agrees to evaluate the proposed Sly Park reservoir site 

and subsequently approved its development as part of the Central Valley Project. The resulting facility is 

known today as Sly Park Reservoir/Jenkinson Lake.

1955 - Water from the newly completed Sly Park Reservoir was first delivered—a significant
achievement in securing water supply for the District’s customers.

1960 - The District assumed the operation and maintenance of the Cameron Park community’s sewer 

system. The Board recognized the potential of recycled water from the wastewater treatment plant as a 

valuable future water resource—suitable for landscape irrigation. 

-Established Sanitation District No.1, serving Camino Heights, and Sanitation District No. 2, serving 

El Dorado and Diamond Springs.

100 Years of El Dorado Irrigation District Milestones



4

1971 - Acquired the El Dorado Hills Wastewater Treatment Plant (EDHWWTP) and associated sewer 

collection system, constructed in 1961, from the El Dorado Hills County Water District (EDHCWD), 

now known as the El Dorado Hills Fire Department. 

1977 - Purchased the El Dorado Hills Water Treatment Plant (EDHWTP), originally constructed in 1960 

by the EDHCWD. This plant, which has been expanded on multiple occasions as the community has 

grown, treats water from Folsom Lake and distributes it to households and businesses in El Dorado 

Hills

1999 - Acquired Project 184 from Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E). This extensive water storage and 
conveyance system includes Aloha, Echo, Silver, and Caples lakes; 22.3 miles of the gold rush-era 

.umes and canals; Forebay Reservoir in Pollock Pines and a hydroelectric powerhouseߕ

2003 - Through an Act of Congress, the District acquired Sly Park Reservoir. This major 

accomplishment gave local control of the District’s A water supply reservoir.

 

2025 -Celebrates a Century of Service
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Articles of Incorporation of the El Dorado Water and 

Deep Gravel Mining Corporation. 

California State Archives.

The history of the South Fork American River (SFAR) water 

system is a story of California’s transformation from gold 

rush mining to agriculture, municipal supply, and 

hydroelectric development. Conceived in the 1850’s by 

engineers John Kirk and Francis Bishop, the vision was 

to capture and regulate alpine waters from lakes such as 

Silver, Caples, and Aloha, channeling them through an 

extensive canal system for mining and settlement needs. 

By the 1870s, financed by the El Dorado Water & Deep 
Gravel Mining Company, the El Dorado Canal and its 

feeder ߕumes became the backbone of water delivery 
for hydraulic mining, supporting booming operations that 

washed down Sierra hillsides. This prosperity faltered after 

the Sawyer Decision of 1884, which curtailed hydraulic 

mining due to environmental damage. The company 

pivoted toward quartz mining and irrigation, selling water to 

farmers as the Placerville–Camino region developed 

orchards and vineyards. The system that once fueled gold 

extraction now underpinned the growth of a fruit-growing 

economy.

Sketch Map of Proposed EID District. 1925.
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El Dorado Powerhouse - Installation and bundling of 

Generator Unit 2 Stator coils; rotor poles not yet installed to 

provide access for coil installation; turbine runner partially 

shown on left. 1923.

El Dorado Powerhouse - Running turbine bearing oil thru a 

centrifuge possibly to separate oil from water; Water may have 

 ooded the powerhouse when Penstock A that would supplyߕ
water to Unit 1 ruptured during first fill on December 26, 2023. 
The penstock rupture was behind the powerhouse underneath 

the switchyard deck.Circa 1924.

Municipal water use also expanded, particularly in 

Placerville, where private companies and

eventually the city itself relied heavily on the El 

Dorado Canal for domestic supply. The early 20th

century marked a new phase of transition. As mining 

declined further, the canal changed hands

repeatedly—through financiers, mining firms, and 
utilities—eventually landing with Western States Gas
& Electric in 1916. During this period, irrigation 
surpassed mining as the largest water use, and

Placerville’s municipal consumption grew sharply 

with modern plumbing and fire protection demands.

The American River Electric Company’s 

powerhouse (1903) demonstrated the region’s 

hydroelectric potential, which soon attracted major 

investors. From 1917 to the 1920s, hydroelectric 

development reshaped the system. Western States 

and later Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E;) expanded 
reservoirs,reinforced dams, and modernized canals 

to optimize energy production, while still balancing 

agricultural and domestic deliveries.
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Diversion Dam at Kyburz.

1923.

Camino Heights Wastewater Treatment 

Facility Construction. 1960’s.

Conߕicts emerged between local farmers 
seeking irrigation and corporate utilities 

pursuing power generation, leading to 

regulatory interventions by the Railroad 

Commission. Ultimately, the formation of the 

El Dorado Irrigation District (1925) 

institutionalized local agricultural and domestic 

water needs, ensuring that the South Fork 

system served the broader community rather 

than distant utilities. In sum, the SFAR water 

system reߕects the adaptive reuse of water 
infrastructure across eras: from hydraulic gold 

mining, to sustaining farms and towns, to fueling 

hydroelectric growth.

It embodies the tensions and opportunities of 

Sierra water history—where natural abundance 
was harnessed, contested, and redefined to 
meet the shifting priorities of mining, agriculture, 

municipalities, and energy.
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Sly Park Reservoir (Jenkinson Lake) 

Dedication May 6, 1956.

Project 184. 1950’s.
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El Dorado Powerhouse Penstock installation on right with steel 

pipe sections on-site before final placement and riveting together 
(Pipe was transported via a contruction tramway that was retained 

for later O&M use); Rock quarry and crusher plant on left for 
supplying rock via the Material Tramway for concrete construction 

of powerhouse and penstock anchor blocks. 1923.

Presumed to be Control Panels at American River 

Powerhouse.
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Lake Aloha (Medley Lakes) 

Walkway Between Upper and 

Lower Lakes.1917.

Echo Lakes. 1917.
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Maintenance on powerhouse. 2001.The Pelton Water Wheel

Lester Allan Pelton, considered to be the father of hydroelectric power, was born in Vermillion, Ohio in 

1829. In 1850, he traveled overland to take part in the California Gold Rush. Pelton worked by selling fish 
he caught in the Sacramento River. In 1860, he moved to Camptonville, a center of placer mining 

activity. At this time many mining operations were powered by steam engines which consumed vast 

amounts of wood as their fuel. Some water wheels were used in the larger rivers, but they were ineffective 

in the smaller streams that were found near the mines. Pelton worked on a design for a water wheel that 

would work with the relatively small ߕow found in these streams.
 

By the mid 1870s, Pelton had developed a wooden prototype of his new wheel. In 1876, he approached 

the Miners Foundry in Nevada City, California to build the first commercial models in iron. The first Pelton 
Wheel was installed at the Mayߕower Mine in Nevada City in 1878. The efficiency advantages of Pelton’s 
invention were quickly recognized and his product was soon in high demand. He patented his invention on 

26 October 1880. By the mid-1880s, the Miners Foundry could not meet the demand, and in 1888, Pelton 

sold the rights to his name and the patents to his invention to the Pelton Water Wheel Company in San 

Francisco. The company established a factory at 121/123 Main Street in San Francisco. 

The Pelton Water Wheel Company manufactured a large number of Pelton Wheels in San Francisco which 

were shipped around the world. In 1892, the Company added a branch on the east coast at 143 Liberty 

Street in New York City. By 1900, over 11,000 turbines were in use. In 1914, the company moved 

manufacturing to new, larger premises at 612 Alabama Street in San Francisco.

Today, Pelton wheels are used worldwide for hydroelectric power with not much change in design from the 

original wheels.
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Downstream Face of Silver Lake Dam. This rock-filled
timber crib dam was begun by Kirk and Bishop and completed in 1876 by 

El Dorado Water & Deep Gravel Mining Company. 1917.

Silver Lake Dam, present day.
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Future plans for Silver Lake Dam.

Digital model of future Silver Lake Dam 

Design.
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Flume near Kyburz present day.

American RiverPowerhouse, 

Project 184.





Arts and Culture El Dorado’s mission to promote, connect, and empower arts and culture  

throughout the county is achieved by targeted programs and services, a vibrant gallery exhibition series, 

and a focus on initiatives which support and sustain the cultural life of the region.

support the arts in el dorado county

special thanks

Switchboard Gallery is supported in part by the California Arts Council, 

 the City of Placerville, and our generous patrons. 

staff
Terry LeMoncheck, Executive Director

Loren Christofferson, Administrative Coordinator

Jordan Hyatt-Miller, Literary Manager

Marya Osucha, Exhibitions Curator and Special Projects Manager

Nicki Bennett, Public Art Coordinator

Gemma Benton, Gallery Attendant

Visit ArtsAndCultureElDorado.org 

to make a tax-deductible contribution.

Thank you!

Cover photo riveted pipe at either Alder Creek or Plum Creek and back cover Sly Park Dam Spillway

courtesy El Dorado Irrigation District 

El Dorado Irrigation District

Karen Cross

Tom Cumpston

Rachel Sarge

This exhibition was co-curated by Loren Christofferson and Marya Osucha

Arenz Family Fund 

at El Dorado Community 

Foundation
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