big bear lake history

big bear lake history is a fascinating tale that spans thousands of years, weaving together the
natural formation of the lake, indigenous cultures, early settlers, and modern development. This
article explores the rich and diverse history of Big Bear Lake, a renowned mountain resort area
nestled in Southern California’s San Bernardino Mountains. From its geological origins and Native
American heritage to the impact of European settlers and the evolution of tourism, the story of Big
Bear Lake is both complex and captivating. Understanding this history provides insight into how the
area transformed from a natural wilderness to a popular recreational destination. The following
sections will cover the geological formation of Big Bear Lake, the native Serrano people, early
exploration and settlement, the development of the lake as a reservoir, and the growth of tourism and
modern community life.

e Geological Formation of Big Bear Lake

¢ Indigenous Peoples and Early Inhabitants

e European Exploration and Settlement

¢ Creation and Development of the Reservoir

e Growth of Tourism and Modern Recreation

Geological Formation of Big Bear Lake

Origins of the San Bernardino Mountains

The geological history of Big Bear Lake begins with the formation of the San Bernardino Mountains, a
rugged mountain range that is part of the Transverse Ranges in Southern California. These mountains
were formed through complex tectonic activity, including faulting and uplift, primarily during the late
Cenozoic era. The region’s geology features ancient crystalline rock and sedimentary layers that date
back millions of years, shaping the topography that eventually allowed for the natural basin where Big
Bear Lake now sits.

Natural Lake and Basin Formation

Originally, Big Bear Lake was a natural alpine lake formed by glacial and fluvial processes during the
last Ice Age. The basin was carved out by glacial activity, and natural dams created by debris flows
helped retain water in the valley. Over time, this natural lake fluctuated in size and shape due to
climatic variations and geological changes. The lake's elevation and surrounding forested
environment contributed to a unique ecosystem that supported diverse flora and fauna.



Indigenous Peoples and Early Inhabitants

The Serrano People

The Serrano people are the indigenous inhabitants of the Big Bear Lake region and have lived in the
area for thousands of years. Their traditional territory included the San Bernardino Mountains and
adjacent valleys. The Serrano were skilled hunter-gatherers and fishermen who relied on the natural
resources of the lake and surrounding forests. They developed a rich cultural heritage with spiritual
beliefs deeply connected to the land and water of Big Bear Lake.

Cultural Practices and Lifestyle

The Serrano people utilized seasonal migration patterns to harvest acorns, fish, game, and medicinal
plants. Villages were often located near water sources like Big Bear Lake, which provided fish and
attracted game animals. Their social structure included complex ceremonies and rituals, many of
which honored the natural elements of the region. Artifacts such as baskets, tools, and petroglyphs
offer insight into their sophisticated craftsmanship and cultural expressions.

European Exploration and Settlement

Early Explorers and Traders

European contact with the Big Bear Lake area began in the early 19th century as Spanish explorers
and missionaries expanded into Southern California. The region was noted for its natural resources,
including game and timber. Traders and settlers followed, establishing routes through the mountains
and interacting with the native Serrano people. These early encounters led to significant changes in
the local population and land use patterns.

Mining and Logging Industry Development

During the mid-19th century, Big Bear Lake became a focal point for mining activities, especially gold
and silver extraction. The discovery of mineral deposits attracted prospectors and entrepreneurs,
leading to the establishment of mining camps and small communities. Logging also became an
important industry, with timber harvested from the dense forests to support regional construction and
railroads. These industries contributed to the early economic development of the Big Bear area.

Creation and Development of the Reservoir



Construction of the Dam

In the late 19th century, Big Bear Lake was transformed from a natural lake into a reservoir through
the construction of a dam. The original dam was completed in 1884 to regulate water flow and
provide a reliable water source for downstream communities in the San Bernardino Valley. This
engineering project significantly altered the lake’s size and water levels, enhancing its utility for
irrigation and flood control.

Impact on the Environment and Community

The creation of the reservoir brought both benefits and challenges. While it supported agricultural
growth and urban development in Southern California, the damming also affected the local ecosystem
and altered the natural habitat of native species. Nevertheless, the reservoir established Big Bear
Lake as an important water resource and laid the foundation for future recreational use and tourism.

Growth of Tourism and Modern Recreation

Early Tourism and Resort Development

Following the establishment of the reservoir, Big Bear Lake gradually became a popular destination
for recreation and tourism. In the early 20th century, resorts, lodges, and cabins were built to
accommodate visitors seeking outdoor activities such as fishing, boating, hiking, and winter sports.
The arrival of railroads and improved roads made the area more accessible to tourists from Los
Angeles and other urban centers.

Modern Attractions and Community Life

Today, Big Bear Lake is a thriving mountain resort community known for its year-round recreational
opportunities. The lake and surrounding national forest offer skiing, snowboarding, mountain biking,
camping, and fishing. The town has grown to include a variety of amenities, shops, and cultural
events that celebrate its unique heritage. The preservation of natural beauty alongside modern
development continues to define Big Bear Lake’s identity.

e Natural Attractions: Big Bear Lake, San Bernardino National Forest
e Qutdoor Activities: Skiing, hiking, fishing, boating

e Cultural Events: Festivals, historical tours, community gatherings
e Environmental Conservation Efforts

e Economic Impact of Tourism



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the name 'Big Bear Lake'?

The name 'Big Bear Lake' originated from the large population of grizzly bears that once inhabited the
area. Early Native American tribes and settlers named the region after these prominent bears.

When was Big Bear Lake first settled by Europeans?

Big Bear Lake was first settled by European-American settlers in the mid-19th century, around the
1860s, primarily driven by mining and logging opportunities.

What role did mining play in the history of Big Bear Lake?

Mining, especially gold and silver mining, was a significant part of Big Bear Lake's history in the late
1800s, attracting prospectors and contributing to the development of the local economy.

How did the construction of the Big Bear Dam impact the
area?

The construction of the Big Bear Dam in 1884 created the reservoir known today as Big Bear Lake,
which was initially used for water storage to support irrigation and mining activities, later becoming a
recreational destination.

What indigenous peoples historically lived around Big Bear
Lake?

The Serrano Native American tribe historically inhabited the Big Bear Lake area, relying on the
region's natural resources for food, shelter, and cultural practices.

How has tourism influenced Big Bear Lake’s history?

Tourism has been a major factor in Big Bear Lake's development since the early 20th century,
transforming it from a mining town to a popular year-round resort destination known for skiing, hiking,
and lake activities.

What historical landmarks can be found in Big Bear Lake
today?

Big Bear Lake features several historical landmarks including the Big Bear Discovery Center, the old
mining sites, and preserved Native American cultural sites that reflect the area's rich history.

Additional Resources

1. Big Bear Lake: A History of the San Bernardino Mountains
This comprehensive book explores the rich history of Big Bear Lake and its surrounding San



Bernardino Mountains. From Native American settlements to the arrival of settlers and the
development of the lake as a recreational destination, the author provides detailed accounts and
historical photographs. The book also covers the environmental changes and conservation efforts
over the years.

2. Pioneers of Big Bear: Tales from the Early Settlers

Focusing on the stories of the first settlers in the Big Bear Lake area, this book shares personal
anecdotes, diaries, and letters that reveal the challenges and triumphs of pioneer life. Readers gain
insight into the logging, mining, and ranching industries that shaped the region. The narrative brings
to life the community spirit and rugged determination of Big Bear’s early inhabitants.

3. The Native Peoples of Big Bear Valley

This title delves into the history and culture of the indigenous Serrano and Cahuilla tribes who have
lived in the Big Bear Valley for thousands of years. It examines their traditions, spiritual connections
to the land, and how their way of life was impacted by European settlement. The book includes
archaeological findings and oral histories that preserve the heritage of these native communities.

4. Big Bear Lake and the Gold Rush Era

Exploring the impact of the California Gold Rush on the Big Bear region, this book details the influx of
miners and prospectors in the mid-19th century. It covers the establishment of mining towns, the
extraction techniques used, and the eventual decline of mining activities. The author also discusses
how these events influenced the development of infrastructure and tourism around Big Bear Lake.

5. The Logging Legacy of Big Bear

This book chronicles the rise and fall of the logging industry in Big Bear Lake from the late 1800s
through the 20th century. It highlights the economic importance of timber harvesting and its
environmental consequences. Through historical documents and photographs, readers learn about
the lives of loggers, the technology they used, and the transition toward conservation.

6. Resorts and Recreation: The Evolution of Big Bear Lake

Focusing on Big Bear Lake as a recreational destination, this book traces the development of resorts,

hotels, and outdoor activities from the early 20th century to the present. It discusses how the natural

beauty of the area attracted tourists and shaped local culture and economy. The book also covers the
rise of skiing, hiking, and lake sports as central attractions.

7. Wildfires and Recovery: Big Bear’s Environmental History

This title examines the history of wildfires in the Big Bear Lake region and their impact on the natural
landscape and human communities. It details major fire events, firefighting efforts, and the ecological
recovery processes. The book provides a balanced perspective on the challenges of managing forest

health and protecting the local population.

8. Big Bear Lake: A Photographic History

Featuring a rich collection of historical photographs, this book visually documents the transformation
of Big Bear Lake over more than a century. Images include early settlements, logging camps,
recreational activities, and community celebrations. The accompanying text offers context and stories
behind the photographs, making it a valuable resource for history enthusiasts and locals alike.

9. The Railroad and Big Bear: Connecting the Mountains

This book explores the role of the railroad in opening up Big Bear Lake to commerce and tourism in
the early 1900s. It discusses the construction of rail lines, the transportation of goods and passengers,
and how the railroad influenced the growth of towns in the area. The narrative highlights the



technological and economic changes brought by this vital connection.
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big bear lake history: HowExpert Guide to Big Bear Lake, California HowExpert, 2024-08-31 If
you're planning to explore or settle in Big Bear Lake, California, HowExpert Guide to Big Bear Lake
is your ultimate resource. This guide provides everything you need to fully experience one of
Southern California’s top mountain destinations. Whether you're seeking a peaceful retreat, an
action-packed family vacation, or considering a move, this guide offers expert tips, insights, and
insider knowledge to make your visit unforgettable. Start planning your perfect trip today! Chapter
Highlights: Chapter 1: Introduction - Discover Big Bear Lake’s rich history and transformation into a
beloved year-round destination. Chapter 2: History and Culture - Explore the region's past, from
Native American roots to the Gold Rush and the legends that shaped its unique character. Chapter
3: Travel and Tourism - Plan your visit with advice on the best times to go, navigating mountain
roads, and essential contacts for a seamless trip. Chapter 4: Outdoor Activities - Dive into Big Bear
Lake’s outdoor adventures, from hiking and skiing to boating and fishing, plus hidden gems for a
more secluded experience. Chapter 5: Attractions and Landmarks - Visit must-see spots like the Big
Bear Discovery Center and Pine Knot Village, and enjoy scenic drives with breathtaking views.
Chapter 6: Accommodations - Find your ideal stay, from cozy cabins and luxury resorts to unique
glamping options for every budget. Chapter 7: Dining and Food Scene - Embark on a culinary
journey, savoring dishes that capture Big Bear Lake’s essence, from hearty breakfasts to gourmet
dinners. Chapter 8: Entertainment and Nightlife - Immerse yourself in Big Bear Lake’s vibrant
scene, with live music, festivals, and family-friendly activities year-round. Chapter 9: Shopping and
Local Businesses - Support local artisans by exploring unique boutiques, handcrafted goods, and
farmers markets. Chapter 10: Living in Big Bear Lake - Get expert advice on real estate,
neighborhoods, schools, and community resources if you're considering a move. Chapter 11:
Economic Landscape - Understand Big Bear Lake’s economy, explore job opportunities, and learn
how to start or grow a business. Chapter 12: Navigating Big Bear Lake - Navigate effortlessly with
tips on driving, public transportation, cycling, and walking paths. Chapter 13: Eco-Friendly Travel -
Enjoy Big Bear Lake responsibly by adopting sustainable tourism practices and supporting local
conservation efforts. Chapter 14: Local Events and Festivals - Experience the community’s vibrant
spirit through seasonal events, cultural celebrations, and cherished traditions. Chapter 15: Insider
Tips and Hidden Gems - Uncover off-the-beaten-path attractions, local secrets, and prime
photography spots for a unique experience. Chapter 16: Safety and Preparedness - Stay safe with
essential tips on emergency services, weather conditions, wildlife encounters, and disaster
preparedness. Chapter 17: Planning Your Perfect Visit - Tailor your trip with expert advice on
budgeting, packing, and creating a balanced itinerary. Chapter 18: Conclusion - Reflect on Big Bear
Lake’s charm and discover final tips to ensure your visit is memorable and fulfilling. Whether you're
seeking hidden gems, planning outdoor adventures, or immersing yourself in local culture,
HowExpert Guide to Big Bear Lake, California equips you with all the tools for an unforgettable
journey. Start your adventure today and uncover the magic of this remarkable destination.
HowExpert publishes how to guides on all topics from A to Z.
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big bear lake history: Archaeological Reconnaissance at Great Bear Lake Donald
Woodforde Clark, 1987-01-01 This volume summarizes two seasons of archaeological survey and a
brief reconnaissance at Great Bear Lake in 1972, 1976 and 1979. The survey was restricted
primarily to the northern and northwestern shores of the lake, a region that was occupied at the
time of historic contact by the Hare group of Athapaskans (Dene). Approximately 140 lithic
(prehistoric) sites were located and are described together with the same number of historic camps,
structures and caribou fences. Published in English.

big bear lake history: Vanishing Big Bear-2 Cora Jeanne Richards, 2017-07-15 Vanishing Big
Bear-2 is the latest version of the original Vanishing Big Bear which was first published in 1995. This
edition illustrates the rich history of Big Bear Lake with a collection almost 500 historical images
dating from the mid 1800¢s up through the 1960s. The text and images are organized into 15
chapters covering 75 topics. This book provides the reader with a photographic legacy of the Big
Bear that once was.

big bear lake history: Big Bear Lake , 2018-06-25 Big Bear Lake - The Struggle With Water
Land & Power is a documented history of competing entities with conflicting agendas, and of people
in power who may or may not have had the best interests of the valley's private citizens. As a
practicing attorney in San Bernardino, the author developed many professional relationships with
individuals who were involved in or had first hand knowledge of the events, business decisions, and
legal decisions that shaped today's Big Bear.The author attempts to separate facts from fiction. He
presents the history of Big Bear Lake based on official records and legal decisions heretofore not
widely published. The book focuses on the activities of the Bear Valley Mutual Water Company
(BVM) who purchased the 1884 lake and most of the surrounding land out of foreclosure in the early
1900's, and created a new larger Big Bear Lake. It covers the development of all the waterfront
property, and in places, more. It tells of pioneers such as Frank Brown, John Fisher, Bill
Knickerbocker, and the Talmadge brothers Will, John, and Frank. The book documents the
challenges faced in both managing the lake, and in developing the land around the lake. The
Struggle For Water Land and Power is illustrated with hundreds of images and supporting
documents which show the development of boating, commercial boat landings, and all the original
lakeshore camps, and resorts such as Samarkand, Moon Camp, Stillwell's, and Pine Knot Lodge,
which started the Big Bear Village.This history of Big Bear Lake is an important part of our
California history about water and land. If you prefer history that is based on official and legally
documented facts, you will love this book.

big bear lake history: Cumulative List of Organizations Described in Section 170 (c) of the
Internal Revenue Code of 1986 , 1987

big bear lake history: Key to Meteorological Records Documentation, 1958

big bear lake history: Cumulative List of Organizations Described in Section 170 (c) of the
Internal Revenue Code of 1954 , 2003

big bear lake history: San Bernardino National Forest (N.F.), Moonridge Animal Park
Relocation , 2008

big bear lake history: Library of Congress Subject Headings Library of Congress, 2004

big bear lake history: Library of Congress Subject Headings Library of Congress. Cataloging
Policy and Support Office, 2009
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big bear lake history: Library of Congress Subject Headings Library of Congress. Office for
Subject Cataloging Policy, 1991

big bear lake history: The Bicentennial of the United States of America American Revolution
Bicentennial Administration, 1977

big bear lake history: The Stones of Great Bear Lake Mark S. Winfield, 2024-03-07 On the
Arctic shores of Great Bear Lake, stones are about to be upturned. Archaeology student and avid
runner Erin Amyntas is spending the summer at a dig in Canada's North, where the local Dene
Council has asked the team to excavate a possible village site. What they find instead—an




inexplicable construct made of strange, dark material—disrupts everything that is known and
understood about humankind and threatens the very foundation of the modern world. Mysteries
start to pile up as Erin meets Henry, a local guide who is also a runner. While running together
under the disorienting light of the midnight sun, Henry reveals stories of his own. Erin is soon
protecting secrets from all sides and struggling to make sense of the discoveries. As more is found,
she becomes caught up in fake news, betrayal, and international intrigue. Truth hums just below the
surface in this gripping, fast-paced adventure story that spans the Canadian North, Newfoundland,
and South America. While the world around them rushes to create easy answers, Erin and Henry
must uncover the truth of the past—before it’s too late.

big bear lake history: Cumulative List of Organizations Described in Section 170 (c) of
the Internal Revenue Code of 1954 United States. Internal Revenue Service, 1989

big bear lake history: Building the Ultimate Dam Donald C. Jackson, 2005 Offers
compelling insight into how designer Eastwood battled government bureaucrats, corporate patrons,
and fellow hydraulic engineers to build seventeen dams in the western U.S. during the early
twentieth century based on his innovative multiple-arch design. Reprint.

big bear lake history: Travels Around Great Slave and Great Bear Lakes, 1862-1882
Emile Fortuné Stanislas Joseph Petitot, John S. Moir, Paul Laverdure, Jacqueline Moir, Champlain
Society, 2005

big bear lake history: California Globe Pequot Press, 2001 All the corners of this popular
region of the United States are covered in this guide: Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, the
Napa Valley, the vast national parks, the endless southern beaches...

big bear lake history: Two Months in the Camp of Big Bear Theresa Gowanlock, 1885 Part
I contains Theresa Gowanlock's account; Part I contains Theresa Delaney's account.

big bear lake history: Publication , 1989
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