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A Note from the Author
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Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. 

So, throw off your bowlines, sail away from your safe harbor and catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore, Dream, Discover. 

Mark Twain

"One's destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things."  

Henry Miller

I saw the heart and soul of Lake Tahoe in the forty years I have been visiting and living there. I have explored the lake in great detail and provide the reader with some history, humor, good stories, and a little philosophizing about the experience.

Whenever people think about taking a vacation with their family, friends, or by themselves, Lake Tahoe always come to mind. Why wouldn't it? Lake Tahoe has some of the most beautiful scenery, exciting activities and wonderful food that a person can experience.

Lake Tahoe is truly a wonder filled area that leaves a strong impression in the mind that can’t be duplicated anywhere else. While it is a land of raw beauty, it’s the people of the land that is its true treasure. As you will see in this book, my impressions of Lake Tahoe are good ones.

Lake Tahoe is a land rich with history, natural landscapes, and exhilarating adventures. With its dramatic terrain ranging from picturesque turquoise waters and white-sand beaches to rugged mountain ranges, it’s a region that leaves a long-lasting impression on those who journey through it. Lake Tahoe has a warm and colorful culture, a spirit and manner unique to itself due to its isolated geography.

I try to transport my readers into another world they may or may not ever occupy themselves; I take them on an adventure they may only dream about. I tried to keep my book positive, adventuresome, humorous, and fun to read.

Do not take this book too literally; I have added touches to the adventure that one associates more with fiction than nonfiction. The book remains “true” in the way all good novels or narratives are true. That is, it mainly provides an authentic vision of Lake Tahoe history, combined with references to today.

This journey described in this book might be considered a classic example of the heroic journey, the mythical structure that defines so much narrative literature. In the traditional myth, a hero or heroine—whoever they might be—abandons their safe haven and pushes forward into the wilderness in order to complete some quest. On the way, they face many tests, and discover their own rich resources and strengths. The story inevitably involves a returning that completes the cycle: the point being that, upon returning, they have been immeasurably strengthened and enlightened by the knowledge gained during the course of their journey.

I have been an explorer and a wanderer all of my life. I have always wanted to live every day to its fullest. The harsh reality of life is that we do not make it out alive. 

Mentors assured me I would grow out of this state; maturity would turn me into a stable, responsible asset to society. When I felt the same at middle age, I was confidently told that old age would take care of this problem. When I reached old age (I am now seventy-six), nothing changed. In fact, I just went on a three month Australia – New Zealand road trip recently and had an awesome time. My conclusion: this disease is happily incurable.

I made many new friends during my years in Lake Tahoe, who I still keep in touch with to this day. It is so easy to socialize when your days revolve around awesome scenery, sunsets and activities galore.

Travels, even if along the same path, are all different and they all have their own personalities. What you have to accept in order to enjoy traveling to the max is that you do not take a trip—a trip takes you. I have always been very good at understanding and accepting this. 

It’s also important to consider the lifespan of your journey. This seems to be variable and unpredictable. Who has not known a journey to be over and dead before the traveler returns? The reverse is also true; many a trip continues long after the journey has ended. My time in Lake Tahoe is always with me—you will know why by the final page of this book.

Lake Tahoe was one of the best experiences in my life. I was a different and a much better person at the conclusion of my Tahoe adventures, and I learned a lot about Lake Tahoe, the Lake Tahoe people and myself. 

I hope you enjoy reading about my Lake Tahoe experience as much as I enjoyed living it.
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1.  A short history of Lake Tahoe
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Before you visit Lake Tahoe, it helps to know a bit about the background of the area, so that you can truly appreciate the culture and history.

The geography: 

The North American plate is thought to have overridden part of the Pacific Ocean floor, creating what are now the Sierra Nevada and Coast Ranges. Landmarks such as Mount Baker in Washington, Lassen Peak in California and Crater Lake in Oregon still hint of the volcanic fury lying restlessly beneath the earth. 

The Sierra Nevada forms a great barrier like a granite wall that towers skyward, culminating in jagged peaks against a deep blue sky. Some 150 million years ago compressive forces within the earth wrinkled the older sedimentary layers into giant folds. Much later, volcanoes spewed lava, ash and cinders over the land. At about the same time, huge mountain blocks were uplifted along fractures in the earth's crust and tilted. The great granite cliffs, domes and spires of the Sierra Nevada consist of lava that congealed slowly underground 100 million years ago and was miles thick. 

This was followed by uplift and erosion in the same chamber where the flows built Mesozoic volcanoes during the period of the dinosaurs, marine and flying reptiles and evergreen trees. Mists and time shroud the majestic links to earth's dim past on the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada, where giant sequoias and their coastal cousins survive in mild climates like those thousands of years ago in the northern hemisphere. 

The Pacific Coast has continuous mountain chains, including the Sierra Nevada and the Cascades. These mountains offer barriers to weather systems. They do not prevent the flow of moist marine winds, but the winds are forced to rise over and around through gaps in the mountains. A barrier against the rain-bearing Pacific winds, the Sierra Nevada gradually transformed the climate of the eastern interior, creating vast deserts and treeless grasslands.

“Lake Tahoe remains one of the earth's most fascinating regions. It will provide boundless enjoyment for those who appreciate its beauty and grandeur, and respect its fragility.”​[1]

The early Lake Tahoe Washoe Indians:

The Washoe Indians called the lake "big water." According to them, Lake Tahoe was created when an evil spirit pursued an innocent Indian. The Great Spirit, according to the legend, tried to help the Indian by giving him a branch of leaves. Each leaf was supposed to produce a body of water that the evil spirit would have to circumvent. During the chase, the frightened Indian dropped the whole branch and thus created Lake Tahoe.  

The Indians, who established summer camps along the lake, belonged to three different tribes. They gathered each year on what they called the Da-ow-a-ga, or "the edge of the lake." White settlers mispronounced the first two syllables of this Indian word and the region became known as Tahoe. 

It was not until 1945 that Tahoe became the lake's official name. It had been known variously as Bonpland - after a French botanist - Mountain Lake - after John C. Fremont, and Bigler Lake - after California's third governor.

John C. Fremont with Kit Carson discovers Lake Tahoe in 1844:

Valentine's Day in 1844, John C. Fremont and Charles Preuss “discovered” Lake Tahoe (they named it Mountain Lake) as they were making the first crossing across the Sierra Nevada in winter. The pair had been hired by Congress to explore the Colombia River region to the Pacific Ocean with famous scouts Kit Carson and Thomas Fitzpatrick.

Fremont had hoped to head east across the Great Basin to the Rocky Mountains. But his provisions were low and his stock unfit for the eastward journey. He decided instead to cross the Sierra and resupply in the Sacramento Valley. On February 14, as map maker Preuss and Fremont climbed Red Lake Peak at Carson Pass (named after his guide) they “discovered” Lake Tahoe, about 20 miles to the north.

Fremont was an American military officer, an explorer who was known as "The Pathfinder," a senator of California, and the first candidate of the anti-slavery Republican Party for the office of president of the U.S.

The Resort Era in the early 1900s:

Rich visitors arrived in Tahoe and built beautiful summer homes in quantity by 1906. A Reno developer offered 75-foot lakefront tract lots for $200-300 each. Two San Francisco realtors bought 44,000 acres of former timberland and divided it into sites for summer villas "suitable for millionaires and others."

Roads were paved during the 1920s and 1930s, and Lake Tahoe was no longer accessible just to the rich. In the 1950s, roads in winter were plowed, permitting year-round residence. 

It was not until 1968 that the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency was formed by California and Nevada to oversee development of the basin to keep it environmentally sound.

The Casino Era started in 1931- Nevada gambling legalized:

By 1941, the Tahoe Tattler reported that "Lake Tahoe's Number two industry was night life." It claimed that 3,000 people flocked to bars, casinos and dance halls each weekend. Beer was the most popular drink, at 25¢ a glass. 

The Cal-Neva Lodge and Casino, a former prohibition speakeasy, is the oldest casino on the lake.

The Cal-Neva Lodge was built in 1926 by a rich San Francisco businessman who simply used it to entertain friends and guests. North Shore gaming happened in the 1930s when the lodge was sold to new owners who were able to obtain a Nevada gaming permit.  

South Shore gaming took hold in 1944 when California's Harvey Gross opened the tiny Wheel Saloon in a log cabin. Its dramatic rise in popular favor increased, and by 1963 Harvey had 11 stories. By the late 1990s it was twice that high. 

As casinos aren’t legal in California, the exact point where California ends and Nevada begins is easy to spot even without the aid of any “Welcome to Nevada” road signs.

Hotels, casinos and ski resorts draw millions of people today, but the high mountain wilderness and the area's spectacular beauty are the principal attractions.

The Winter Olympics at Squaw Valley in 1960 put Lake Tahoe on the International scene:

The 1960 Winter Olympic Games at Squaw Valley, CA, were special for California and the United States for a multitude of reasons, first and foremost, it was the first Winter Olympic Games ever held in the Americas. Alex Cushing completed the impossible by convincing the IOC that the winter Olympic games should be held at his very own Squaw Valley USA, away from the Alps that got so much attention on the ski race circuit. What originally started as a publicity stunt by Cushing, soon became much more, as the IOC decided on Squaw Valley to host the 1960 Winter Olympic Games.

The 1960 Winter Olympic Games garnered much attention, as it was the first Olympic Games to be broadcast on television. Also, the United States beat the Soviet Union in hockey during that Olympics, 20 years before the famed USA 1980 Olympic team in the Lake Placid Olympics. It was the first time America was on the Olympic circuit, and the Americas did not disappoint. It was also the last time that Olympic Athletes ever stayed under the same roof, ate together, hung-out together, and so on. The 1960 Olympics at Squaw Valley were special.

To most visitors, the Tahoe region is clearly defined by its 22-mile-long, azure lake, “a noble sheet of blue water lifted six thousand three hundred feet above the level of the sea, and walled in by a rim of snow-clad mountain peaks,” in the oft-quoted words of Mark Twain. The 10th-deepest lake in the world—1,645 feet at its deepest point—and 3rd deepest in North America, Lake Tahoe is blessed with remarkable water clarity and a boulder-lined, sandy shoreline that makes it one of the most photogenic lakes in the West. 

By any measure, Lake Tahoe can be counted among the notable treasures of North America’s landscape. Bordered by three federally designated wilderness areas, plus a huge swath of national forest and multiple California and Nevada state parks, the Tahoe basin is a veritable playground for outdoor enthusiasts. It’s also a major tourist destination, with more than 250,000 visitors per day pouring in on summer holidays. Besides ogling the world-famous lake, most summer visitors come to enjoy a wide variety of outdoor sports. If you ever wanted to try skiing, hiking, biking, rock climbing, fishing, horseback riding, sailing, ballooning, or boating, Tahoe is the place to do it. If you want more “civilized” outdoor fun, 14 golf courses around the lake provide it.

Although a greater number of people visit Tahoe in summer than in winter, it is Tahoe’s wealth of ski resorts that has made the lake an internationally recognized destination. More than a dozen alpine resorts are located near the lake, the largest concentration anywhere in the United States. A wide range of “non-vertical” activities are also available in Tahoe’s snowy wonderland—from ice-skating to snowshoeing to dogsled rides to snowmobile tours to sipping hot chocolate beside a roaring fire. 

Year-round, travelers arrive in droves to play the odds at high-rise casinos on the Nevada side of the lake, where gambling is legal.  Stateline casinos attract thousands of visitors who flock to Tahoe purely for its indoor recreation opportunities, including big-name entertainment, first-class restaurants, and ample nightlife. 

Add up this bounty of opportunity and there lies the crux of the region’s popularity: Lake Tahoe is one of few places on earth where, if you choose to, you can hike or cross-country ski to a pristine wilderness area, shop for a dinner dress, dine at a trendy bistro, and gamble the night away, all in a single day at the lake.

Which season is best at Lake Tahoe? The region enjoys about 275 days of sunshine per year on average, so visitors can enjoy pleasant days around the lake year-round. Each season has its charms, so plan your visit according to which recreational activities you enjoy the most. 

Winter: While snow can fall as early as mid-October, and spring snowmelt may not happen until June, the most dependable months for skiing and winter sports are usually December-mid-April. 

Summer: Summer season is not long enough, it lasts only about three months (mid-June-mid-September) and in that time thousands of hikers, mountain bikers, boaters, and swimmers visit the lake. This is the most popular time of year for travel to Lake Tahoe.

Autumn:  As a general rule of thumb, it is wise to avoid a trip to Tahoe on summer and winter holiday weekends. To completely avoid the crowds, consider a trip in the autumn off-season (September and October). This is one of the most pleasant periods at the lake, when Tahoe’s abundant aspen groves put on their annual golden-colored show and the weather is still warm and mild. The peaks, trails, and passes of the high country usually remain open and accessible until sometime in October when the first snowfall arrives. After Labor Day, most Tahoe lodgings lower their rates considerably, and they remain low until the Thanksgiving holiday.
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2.  The “North, West and East Shores”
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The “North, West and East Shores” are much more sedate and layback than the “South Shore”.
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