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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The dam was originally 220 feet long, 12 feet high and 13 feet thick, and constructed
of native cobblestones placed in cement. The purpose of the dam was to control the
flow of water down the bed of the San Diego River, which was dry during the summer
season., The dam formed a lake, and a gate in the dam permitted the water to escape
during the dry period. Because a considerable amount of water was lost in river sands,
between the dam and the mission, a flume or aqueduct of tile two feet wide and one

foot deep, resting on a bed of cobblestones and cement, was constructed to convey
water from the dam to the Mission, some five miles distant.

By 1867 the dam and aqueduct were ruins. In 1874, or shortly thereafter, the dam was
repaired and put back into use. A considerable portion of the dam stands and still
backs up water in the valley. Nearly all traces of the a ueduct have vanlshed., In 1970
about twenty feet of the orlglnal tlle fiume Was dlscowered in a clean»up operatlon
below the dam, but it was' too smdll and too distant to he easiiy related to the dam
for purposes of interpretation. ’ S
In comparing the San Diego Mission irrigation system with similar sites in California,
it should be noted that the Santa Barbara Mission system, built in 1806-1807, comprised
of a dam, two stone reservoirs, a filter system, aqueducts, and fountain, hag survived
to a remarkable dagree. The original remains of the Santa Barbara irrigation system

are most impressive and other portions have been restored.

Unfortunately, all the ruins of the aqueduct of the 01d mission

by vandals. Dam have been destroyed
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The 01d Mission Dam, with its aqueduct and flume extending about five miles to the
Mission of San Diego de Alcala, was perhaps the first major irrigation-engineering
project on the Pacific Coast of the United States. Water was impounded by the dam,

near the head of Mission Gorge .on the San Diego River, and released-as needed for the
fields around the mission and for milling and domestic use, thereby providlng and .
assured supply throughout the year. .-

HISTORY

The San Diego de Alcala Mission, founded by Father Junipero Serra July 16, 1769 on
Presidio Hill, was the firxst of the 21 California Missions. To remove the Indian
neophytes from the corrupting influence of the soldiers and also to obtain a location
affording more water for agricultural purposes, Serra moved Mission San Diego to its
present location, on Friar Road, 6 miles northeast of San Diego, in 1774. On November 4,
. 1775 the 136 converts and other Indians rose in rebellion, destroyed the mission build-
ings and killed a friar and guards. New structures were erected 1776-1780, and by

1800 San Diego Mission, with 1,523 Indian neophytes, had become the most populous as
well as one of the wealthiest of the 18 existing California missions. Damaged by an
earthquake in 1803, the mission was again rebuilt, enlarged, and assumed its final

form in 1813,

Research has not shown exactly when 0ld Mission Dam was commenced, but it was not likely
before 1800, and was probably started in 1803, following the drought years of 1800-1802,
The large irrigation system, however, had certainly assumed its final form by 1817.

Floods in 1821 and, presumably, other years did much damage to the dam, but the dam
remains are still impressive and still impound a small amount of water.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The Dam is located in an area which has been found to
possess value as an Indian archeological site and which will be included in a large joint
City-County Park of several thousands acres. However, the boundary has been drawn to includ
only the Mission Dam which is an isolated historical feature since none of the irrigation
system remains . Beginning at the huge boulder that displays the NHL plaque which is
lecated on the seuthern bank of the San Diego River, proceed north across the river ..o
‘approximately 235' to the northern bank of the San Diego River, thence west  approximately
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"San Diego 01d Mission Dam and Irrigation System,'" typescript, San Diego, 1933.
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